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Abstract 

 In the early twentieth-century, the Communist Party of Canada (CPC) initially hesitated 

to discuss the politics of reproduction as a means of easing material inequity for women and men 

of the working class. Nevertheless, over five decades, this topic appeared often in the CPCs 

official and unofficial publications, illustrating a sustained interest in the taboo subject. My 

thesis draws upon archival materials, communist and mainstream newspapers, and medical 

periodicals to survey contemporary opinions of birth control, abortion, eugenics, juvenile 

delinquency, venereal disease, and state medicine. Using the lens of left-politics, these topics are 

contextualized with reference to the extant literature on the histories of politics, sex, 

reproduction, labour, and medicine in Canada and beyond. Far from being confined to a few 

secretive individuals, the militant left engaged a dense network of activists who took stock of the 

social as well as physical reproduction of the nation. Often their interests appeared 

indistinguishable from the mainstream, and occasionally overlapped with those of their right-

leaning opponents. The CPC unfailingly argued for an understanding of sex and reproduction 

that reflected its Marxist worldview. Some multi-generational discussions were so durable that 

they would outlast and outgrow the militant left to emerge within the rhetoric of a multitude of 

Canadian liberation groups by the late sixties and early seventies. I argue that investigation of the 

politics underwriting the ideas of the CPC and its ideology of a healthy, socialized body politic, 

elucidates complexities in the formation of mainstream Canadian approaches to sex, 

reproduction, and health. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 This research examines the extent to which the Communist Party of Canada (CPC) 

advanced reproductive politics and how it evolved alongside the growing status of women within 

the movement. Members of the CPC believed in the prospect of a more equitable society, 

attainable through imperative and inevitable social revolution that was unfolding around them.
2
 

This research argues for recognition of the CPC as a more complex entity, as a thriving 

marketplace of interconnected positions not fully reducible by a relationship to capital alone.  

 I draw upon the CPC‘s publications as more flexible and less dogmatic political sources 

than official positions emanating from the Party proper. These newspapers had to contend with 

the ebb and flow of life outside of the abstract laboratory of Marx, where the Party‘s ability to 

appeal to the average Canadian was anything but certain. The newspapers constitute a realistic 

set of documents, allowing us to discern the everyday lives of those who hoped and toiled for a 

communist Canada. They offer us fresh perspectives beyond of the traditional voices of socialist 

intellectuals, theoreticians, and politicos. 

 This investigation relies upon the five official newsprint publications of the revolutionary 

left in Canada: the Worker (1922-1934), the Woman Worker (1926-1929), the Clarion (1934-

1936), the Daily Clarion (1936-1939), and finally the Canadian Tribune (1940-1992). If not 

officially based in Toronto, they all relied on that city as a hub of operations. The evidence from 

this Canadian red press will be juxtaposed to contemporary mainstream papers, the Globe, the 

Globe and Mail, and the Toronto Daily Star. The Canadian Medical Association Journal 

(CMAJ, founded in 1911) and the left-leaning medical student publication, CAMSI Journal 

(1942-1951), will be used to compare communist thoughts on reproduction with medical ideas. 

                                                 
2
 Ian McKay, Rebels, Reds, Radicals: Rethinking Canada‘s Left History (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2005). 
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Thesis 

 Early in the twentieth century the Communist Party of Canada (CPC) hesitated to discuss 

the politics of reproduction as a means of easing material inequity for women and men of the 

working class. Nevertheless, over five decades, this topic appeared often in the CPCs official and 

unofficial publications, illustrating a sustained interest in matters of sexuality. Drawing upon 

communist and mainstream newspapers, and medical periodicals, as described above, and 

archival materials such as CPC policy documents, my thesis surveys contemporary opinions of 

birth control, abortion, eugenics, juvenile delinquency, venereal disease, and state medicine. 

Discussion of these topics--what I term the politics of reproduction--reveals the core values of 

the CPC and the type of world that leftists envisioned. This investigation also determines the 

proximity of communist thought to contemporary and medical opinion over a five decade period.  

 As historian of sexuality Jeffrey Weeks has argued, simplistic histories of ―repression and 

liberation‖ are unhelpful and inaccurate.
3
 Far from being confined to a few secretive individuals, 

the militant left encompassed a dense network of activists who took stock of the social as well as 

physical reproduction of the nation. Often their interests appeared or overlapped with the 

mainstream and right-leaning opponents. Aspiring to construct a more egalitarian social and 

political order, leftists contributed to the transformation of reproductive politics in Canada in 

complex ways.  

 The media sources of my thesis privileged certain dialogues while diminishing others. 

They competed with coverage of similar events, delivered through informal social and peer 

networks, as well as those opinions afforded by personal experience. Several scholars have 

commented on their use as historical sources. For example, in surveying the aggressive medical 

campaigns aimed at would-be mothers, Katherine Arnup suggested that we will never fully know 

                                                 
3
 Jeffrey Weeks, Sexuality (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), 19. 
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the extent to which they were internalized or acted upon.
4
 Stuart Henderson reminds us that mass 

media offer a ―forum‖ in which ―modes of dissent‖ may be practiced. Events are mediated ―out 

of ideologies interconnected with the general common sense of the society in which they are 

based‖:
5 
in the case of the CPC, ―society‖ would be a collective guided by historical materialism. 

In his study of sexuality within print media, David Gudelunas has described newspapers as a 

―social barometer‖ – a place where readers and experts can discuss ―formally and informally 

about topics prohibited elsewhere.‖
6
 Valerie Korinek emphasized the need to recognize editorial 

voices behind the media. In my reading of the red press, I have tried to identify what turned out 

to be not one, but a chorus of opinions on the topic of sex and reproduction.
7
 Rather finding a 

singular ―correct‖ interpretation of media, I was impressed by the wide range of what was 

expressed. For most of my period, open discussion of sex and sexuality was considered gauche, 

inappropriate, or illegal; yet, the CPC press warmly embraced it as a guiding light that pointed to 

a better life for working Canadians. These writers believed that the body could, and indeed, must 

exist outside of the fetters of political capital in order for social revolution to achieve its ends. 

 This thesis, therefore, constitutes the first comprehensive study of the CPC‘s relationship 

to the politics of reproduction. The Party argued for an understanding of sex and reproduction 

that would reflect its Marxist-Leninist politics. Some multi-generational discussions were so 

durable that they would outlast and outgrow the militant left to emerge within the rhetoric of 

many Canadian liberation groups by the late sixties and early seventies. I argue that investigation 

of the politics underwriting these ideas of the CPC and its ideology of a healthy, socialized body 

                                                 
4
 Katherine Arnup, Education for Motherhood: Advice for Mothers in Twentieth-century Canada (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1994), 7-8. 
5
 Stuart Henderson, Making the Scene: Yorkville and Hip Toronto in the 1960s (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2011), 25. 
6
 David Gudelunas, ―Talking taboo: Newspaper advice columns and Sexual Discourse,‖ Sexuality & Culture 9, 1 

(December 2005): 64. 
7
 Valerie Korinek, Roughing it in the Suburbs: Reading Chatelaine Magazine in the Fifties and Sixties (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2000). 
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politic, may enrich our appreciation of the values and norms of their times and reveal 

complexities in the formation of mainstream Canadian approaches to sex, reproduction, and 

health.  

Historiography 

 Scholars of sex and reproduction have long noted the important role that the political left 

played in their histories. As many socialists upheld ideals of progress, social planning, and 

technology, family planning fit comfortably within their agenda.
8
 Sustained critiques of 

dominant modes of sexuality – and arguments for contraception – were penned by George 

Bernard Shaw and H.G. Wells. Whether feminist, futurist, or utopian socialist, such prominent 

figures as Bertrand Russell, Marie Stopes, and the brothers Aldous and Julian Huxley envisioned 

a time when the body would be, in the words of McLaren, ―rationally configured.‖
9
 John 

D‘Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman suggested that the question of defining sexuality is an 

exercise in historical specificity. Whether leftist or liberal, by the twentieth century, the 

individual had replaced the family as ―the primary economic unit‖ and the tie between sexuality 

and reproduction had weakened even further.
10

  

 Studies undertaken in the United States and Britain have explored the ways in which 

leftists contributed to the politics of reproduction.
11

 Of particular interest to my project is Kate 

Wiegand‘s Red Feminism: American Communism and the Making of Women‘s Liberation 

(2002). She argued that a particular strain of nascent feminism in the Communist Party of the 

                                                 
8
 Ignatius F. Clarke, The Pattern of Expectation, 1644–2001 (New York: Basic Books, 1979). 

9
 Stephen Brooke, Sexual politics: Sexuality, Family Planning, and the British Left from the 1880s to the Present 

Day (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), and Angus McLaren, Reproduction by Design: Sex, 

Robots, Trees, and Test-Tube Babies in Interwar Britain (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 3. 
10

 John D‘Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in America (New York: Harper 

& Row, 1988), xv-xvi.  
11

 For American examples, see David Kennedy, Birth Control in America: The Career of Margaret Sanger (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1970); Linda Gordon, The Moral Property of Women: A History of Birth Control 

Politics in America (University of Illinois Press, 2002). British examples include Leslie Hall, Sex, Gender and 

Social Change in Britain since 1880 (Baskingstoke: Palgrave MacMillian, 2000); and Brooke, Sexual Politics.  
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United States of America (CPUSA) undergirded the later developments of women‘s liberation.
12

 

Stephen Brooke‘s Sexual Politics: Sexuality, Family Planning, and the British Left from the 

1880s to the Present Day (2011) offers an empirical framework for an investigation on this 

theme. He demonstrated that conversations about sexual reform were often synonymous with the 

politics of socialism. Rational ―reproduction became linked to the good of society.‖
13

  

 Turning to Canada, the link between the history of sex and reproduction and the nations 

left has been examined by several scholars. Some describe the uncertainty of early leftists in 

discussing sex and reproduction. In his study of working-class sexuality, Todd McCallum 

demonstrated how unions were confounded by debates about sex.
14

 Some socialist men argued 

that contraception was ―counter-evolutionary‖ and to be avoided at all costs; or, they claimed 

that it had nothing to do with bringing about class revolution.
15

 Janice Newton noted that some 

women within the early socialist movement sought to transform mainstream feminists into 

radicals.
16

 Angus McLaren also recognized the challenges that the open discussion of 

reproduction posed to early radical groups. Agrarian socialists viewed contraception as a means 

to safeguard the family against the ravages of an unkind society, while their urban brethren were 

more cautious.
17

 The McLarens have shown how even within the same political group, leftists 

                                                 
12

 See Kate Weigand, Red Feminism: American Communism and the Making of Women‘s Liberation (Baltimore: 

John Hopkins Press, 2002). 
13

 Stephen Brooke, Sexual Politics, 17-22. 
14

 Todd McCallum, ―Not a Sex Question? The One Big Union and the Politics of Radical Manhood.‖ Labour/Le 

Travail 42 (1998): 15-54; ―The Strange Tale of Tom Cassidy and Catherine Rose, or, Free Love, Heterosexuality, 

and the One Big Union.‖ Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 9 (1998): 125-54; ―Sex Radicalism in the 

Canadian Pacific Northwest, 1890-1920,‖ Journal of the History of Sexuality 2 (April 1992): 527-46. 
15

 Ian McKay, Reasoning Otherwise: Leftists and the People's Enlightenment in Canada, 1890-1920 (Toronto: 

Between The Lines, 2008), 288-90. 
16

 Janice Newton, The Feminist Challenge to the Canadian Left, 1900-1918 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-

Queen‘s University Press, 1995), 24.  
17

 Angus McLaren, ―Keep Your Seats and Face Facts: Western Canadian Women's Discussion of Birth Control in 

the 1920s,‖ Canadian Bulletin of Medical History 8, no. 2 (1991): 189- 201; ―What Has This to Do with Working 

Class Women? Birth Control and the Canadian Left, 1900-1939,‖ Histoire Sociale / Social History 14 (November 

1981): 435-54. 
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could find reasons to be both for and against fertility control.
18

 Others have noted the extent to 

which certain political groups defended entrenched double standards regarding sex and 

morality.
19

 Linda Kealey found similar tensions in her study of early women‘s activity in labour: 

women often opposed both ―the inequalities inherent in industrial capitalism and … the 

inequalities in the very movements‖ to which they belonged.
20

 Scholars have noted the difficulty, 

at least initially, of integrating women‘s politics to wider radical currents.
21

 More recent studies 

have examined how Canadian Communists specifically approached the ―woman question,‖ often 

a stand-in for reproductive politics.
22

 

 Historians have examined campaigns mounted to tame the working class: to educate them 

in matters of health,
23

 reform their wayward children,
24

 police their bodies,
25

 and encourage them 

to be productive citizens of the established political order.
26

 Traditionally-minded maternal 

feminists countered that women stood to benefit more from proposals that presupposed their 

nurturing role than from those that challenged society with uncomfortable notions about 

                                                 
18

 Angus McLaren and Arlene Tigar McLaren, The Bedroom and the State: The Changing Practices and Politics of 

Contraception and Abortion in Canada, 1880-1980 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1986); Angus McLaren, Our 

Own Master Race: Eugenics in Canada 1885-1945 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1990); and McLaren, 

Reproduction by Design.  
19

 See Marie Campbell, ―Sexism in British Columbia Trade Unions, 1900-1920,‖ in Barbara Latham and Cathy Kerr 

eds., In Her Own Right: Selected Essays on Women's History in B.C. (Victoria: Camosun College, 1980). 
20

 Linda Kealey, Enlisting Women for the Cause: Women, Labour, and the Left in Canada, 1890-1920 (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1998), 97.  
21

 See especially Kealey, Enlisting Women for the Cause; Linda Kealey and Joan Sangster, eds. Beyond the Vote: 

Canadian Women and Politics (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989); Newton, The Feminist Challenge to 

the Canadian Left, 1900-1918. 
22

 Nancy Butler, ―Mother Russia and the Socialist Fatherland: Women and the Communist Party of Canada, 1932-

1941, with specific reference to the activism of Dorothy Livesay and Jim Watts,‖ (PhD diss., Queen's University, 

2010). 
23

 Arnup, Education for Motherhood; and Cynthia R. Comacchio, Nations Are Built of Babies: Saving Ontario‘s 

Mothers and Children, 1900-1940 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen‘s University Press, 1993). 
24

 Bettina Bradbury, Working Families, Age, Gender and Daily Survival in Industrializing Montreal (Toronto: 

McClelland and Steward, 1993). 
25

 Judy Rebick, Ten Thousand Roses: The Making of a Feminist Revolution (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2005). 
26

 Ruth Frager, Sweatshop Strife: Class, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Jewish Labour Movement of Toronto, 1900-

1939 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992). 
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reproductive rights or sexual autonomy.
27

 Rose Henderson, renowned for her radicalism, made 

persistent use of maternal feminist arguments. Recourse to a language of the ―rights of working 

mothers‖ arose spontaneously in this setting.
28

 The lived experience of expanding families and 

shrinking household budgets was more powerful than any ivory-tower theory.  

 The theme of militant motherhood survived beyond the Second World War as left-wing 

agitation took on new forms. War-time Canada, Ruth Roach Pierson noted, was characterized by 

far-reaching discussions of gender relations and sexualized matters, such as venereal disease.
29

 

These issues created an opening for leftists to popularize their critique of the wider social order, 

even, as Valerie Korinek showed, in such unlikely places as Chatelaine magazine.
30

 Christabelle 

Sethna reminded us that the same feminists who pushed against the law and university 

authorities to produce the Birth Control Handbook, were invested in the politics of reproduction, 

women‘s liberation, and leftism more generally.
31

 In this context, socialists and feminists were 

often one and the same. Those who raised issues about gender, sexuality, and reproduction in the 

1960s pushing Canadians into new territory, relied on the language of the left; knowingly or not, 

they had inherited a communist pedigree.  

                                                 
27

 For examples in the historiography of maternalism, see Andree Lévesque, Making and Breaking the Rules: 

Women in Quebec, 1919-1939, translated by Y.M. Klein (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994); Dianne 

Dodd, ―Advice to Parents: The Blue Books, Helen MacMurchy, MD, and the Federal Department of Health, 1920-

34,‖ Canadian Bulletin of Medical History 8 (1991): 203-230; and Linda Kealey, ed. A Not Unreasonable Claim: 

Women and Reform in Canada, 1880s-1920s (Toronto: The Women's Press, 1979). For the moral uplift emblematic 

of maternal feminists, see Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap, and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada, 

1885-1925 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008). 
28

 Peter Campbell, Rose Henderson: A Woman for the People (Kingston: McGill-Queen‘s University Press, 2010), 

7; 115.  
29

 See Ruth Roach Pierson, ―They're Still Women After All‖: The Second World War and Canadian Womanhood 

(Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1986). 
30

 Korinek, Roughing it in the Suburbs. 
31

 See Christabelle Sethna, ―The Evolution of the Birth Control Handbook,‖ 2006; and ―The University of Toronto 

Health Service,‖ 2005. 
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 Significant work on the CPC has been done.
32

 Its formative years have been charted,
33

 its 

linkages with organized labour documented,
34

 and its cultural activities noted.
35

 The efforts by 

authorities to undermine the CPC have also been examined,
36

 as has the Party‘s interests in early 

women‘s politics.
37

 In privileging their analyses around organized labour, union bureaucracies, 

and socialist theoreticians, historians of the Canadian left tended to overlook its discussions of 

sex, health, and reproduction. In Dreams of Equality: Women on the Canadian Left, 1920-1950 

(1989), Joan Sangster observed that Communists accepted fertility control, but she argued that 

working class poverty focused more on the distribution of wealth under capitalism.
38

 The Party 

was unsure of what to make of women who appeared to place gender concerns above those of 

                                                 
32

 McKay, Rebels, Reds Radicals, Bryan Palmer, Working Class Experience: Rethinking the History of Canadian 

Labour, 1800-1991 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1992); and Norman Penner, Canadian Communism: The 

Stalin Years and Beyond (Toronto: Methuen, 1988). 
33

 Ian Angus, Canadian Bolsheviks: The Early Years of the Communist Party of Canada (Montreal: Vanguard 

Publications, 2004); Ivan Avakumovic, The Communist Party in Canada: A History (Toronto: McClelland and 

Stewart, 1975); and Craig Heron, ed., The Workers‘ Revolt in Canada, 1917-1925 (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1998); John Manley, ―Audacity, audacity, still more audacity‘: Tim Buck, the Party, and the People, 1932-

1939,‖ Labour/Le Travail, 49 (Spring 2002), 9-41; ―Starve, Be Damned!: Communists and Canada‘s Urban 

Unemployed, 1929 – 1939,‖ Canadian Historical Review 79, 3 (September 1998): 466-91. 
34

 John Manley, ―Communists and Autoworkers: The struggle for industrial unionism in the Canadian automobile 

Industry,‖ Labour/Le Travail (Spring 1986): 105-33; ―Does the International Labour Movement need Salvaging? 

Communism, Labourism and the Canadian Trade Unions, 1921-1928,‖ Labour/Le Travail 41 (Spring 1998): 147-

80. 
35

 Malek Khouri, Filming Politics: Communism and the Portrayal of the Working Class at the National Film Board 

of Canada, 1939-46 (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2007); Bruce Kidd, ―‗We Must Maintain a Balance 

Between Propaganda and Serious Athletics‘: The Workers‘ Sport Movement in Canada, 1924-1936,‖ in Morris 

Mott, ed., Sports in Canada: Historical Readings (Toronto: Copp Clark Pitman, 1989); and Candida Rifkind, 

Comrades and Critics: Women, Literature and the Left in 1930s Canada. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 

2009). 
36

 Julie Guard, ―Women Worth Watching: Radical Housewives in Cold War Canada,‖ in Gary Kinsman, Dieter K. 

Buse and Mercedes Steedman, eds., Whose National Security? Canadian State Surveillance and the Creation of 

Enemies (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2000), 73-88; Mark Kristmanson, Plateaus of Freedom: Nationality, Culture, 

and State Security in Canada 1940-1960. Toronto: Oxford, 2003; Dennis Molinaro, ―‗A Species of Treason?‘: 

Deportation and Nation-Building in the Case of Tomo Cacic, 1931-1934,‖ Canadian Historical Review 91, 1 

(March 2010): 61-86; and James Naylor, The New Democracy: Challenging the Social Order in Industrial Ontario, 

1914-1925 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991). 
37

 Discussions on the ‗Woman Question‘ often, but not necessarily entailed reproduction. Kealey, Enlisting Women 

for the Cause; Kealey and Sangster, Beyond the Vote; Newton, The Feminist Challenge to the Canadian Left, 1900-

1918; Joan Sangster, Dreams of Equality: Women on the Canadian Left, 1920-1950 (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1989); Through Feminist Eyes: Essays on Canadian Women‘s History (Vancouver: Athabasca Press, 2011). 
38

 Sangster, Dreams of Equality, 38-40. 
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the ongoing class struggle.
39

 

Contraception was a discussion hedged by health and social benefits, rather than a 

woman‘s ―inalienable‖ right to control her fertility. Women, like anarchist Emma Goldman, who 

dared to exploit birth control to engage in risk-free sex were pilloried by rank and file 

Communists.
40

 Janice Newton identified a similar theme in The Feminist Challenge to the 

Canadian Left 1900-1918 (1995). Rather than a singular, doctrinaire acceptance, she noted that 

disparate communist and socialist women considered reproductive politics for reasons that made 

sense to their individual experiences.
41

  

 While militant leftists were amongst the first to discuss abortion,
42

 Shannon Stettner 

could locate only a single Communist participant in her investigation of the country‘s first 

national abortion protest in 1970. Ignored as writers, thinkers, or political theorists, women 

abandoned the Party.
43

 Prominent members of the women‘s liberation movement cited Marx in 

ways that went against the grain of an orthodox reading of socialist theory.
44

 In the late sixties, 

women‘s liberation caught fire across the country as the struggle for bodily autonomy, sexual 

rights, and equality were brought to the fore.
45

 They were joined by an energetic cohort of protest 

groups: students, black power, red power,
46

 de-colonization,
47

 and other self-styled ―new Left‖ 

                                                 
39

 Joan Sangster, ―The Communist Party and the Woman Question, 1922-1929,‖ Labour/Le Travail, 15 (Spring 
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movements.
48

 Attitudes within the Party on sex and reproduction had changed by this date, but 

why? 

 I hope that my thesis will amend the historical record in several ways. It bridges the gap 

between scholars, like Sangster and Newton, who examine the left in the early twentieth century, 

to those, like Sethna, Palmer, or Stettner, whose studies pick up where mine ends. My work 

contrasts the CPC and its publications against mainstream and medical offerings, to afford a 

more fulsome appreciation that the politics of reproduction played both in and outside of the 

Party and on a range of topics that have not been considered with one another. 

Methodology, Sources, and The Politics of Reproduction 

a) Methodology 

  

 My method is a product of the twenty-first century and would not have been possible 

without the use of modern technology.
49

 Many journals, and articles, were sought out or located 

electronically prior to visiting them in person. The archival holdings of Queen‘s University, the 

University of Waterloo, and Library Archives Canada informed this research. A gracious, last-

minute interview was carried out with the wonderful Dr. Anita Johnston, colleague of Dr. Anne 

Keyl, via smartphone while I sat in the lobby of my building. An equally helpful discussion with 

Dr. Richard Lathe on the political activity of his late father was carried out via email. With the 

advantages of new technologies, I aspired to the virtue of completeness rather than selectivity. 

The newsprint offerings of the CPC, the Worker, the Clarion, the Daily Clarion, and the 

Canadian Tribune are held at Queen‘s University on microfilm. I browsed their entire run over 
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the relevant fifty years in order to find articles related to my topic. This cataloguing work of the 

CPC press took nearly two years and resulted in more than 1,200 digital slides from the original 

microfilm.
50

 Pertinent files saved in Portable Document Format (PDF), and backed up to a 

secure, locked, cloud server.
51

 Access to the Globe and the Globe and Mail was made possible 

via that newspaper‘s electronic database, Canada‘s Heritage Since 1844. I accessed the Toronto 

Daily Star and Toronto Star through that paper‘s database, Pages of the Past. Massive in size, 

these databases are comprised of digitally scanned microfilm copies of the papers. The U.S. 

National Library of Medicine National Institutes of Health houses similar copies of the entire run 

of the Canadian Medical Association Journal, which can also be read through Queen‘s 

University Catalogue. These modern formats benefit from optical character recognition (OCR); 

subsequent Boolean searches cut down on research time.
52

 I was able to obtain more than 700 

relevant slides using the above method in just over two weeks. OCR technology is not infallible 

and certain articles identified were mislabelled, misread, or not included due to poor fit. 

b) Source: the Red Press 

 Inspired by the Russian Revolution the CPC was formed during a secret convention held 

in a barn near Guelph, Ontario on 12 May 1921. The founders adopted a ―political and cultural 

role radically different from that of earlier propaganda parties.‖
53

 They invested significant 

resources in attempting to sway the public to their particular brand of politics. Since its inception 

on 15 March 1922, The Worker ―Official Organ of the Workers‘ Party of Canada‖ was a no-
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nonsense labour periodical favouring Russian perspectives.
54

 A carpenter from Prince Edward 

Island, Malcolm Bruce was its editor in 1922. He was one of the few Canadian-born members to 

hold a leadership position.
55

 A young Jewish-Ukrainian leader of the fledgling Party, Maurice 

Spector, soon took over as editor before being expelled in 1928 for political sympathies to Leon 

Trotsky.
56

 During the twenties, the CPC was comprised of Jews, Finns, Ukrainians, and others 

from eastern Europe sympathetic to socialist politics, and it tended to reflect their sentiments.
57

  

 Many of those groups were amenable to women‘s political participation. In attempts to 

draw them into the movement, the CPC invested in a short-lived paper aimed at women, the 

Woman Worker (1926-1929). Described as the first and only ―separate English-language socialist 

paper‖ for Canadian women it ran from July 1926 until April 1929 under the editorship of 

Florence Custance.
58

 Published by the communist-aligned Canadian Federation of Women‘s 

Labour Leagues (WLL), it was revolutionary in that it addressed women as serious political 

actors.
59

 

 This support did not necessarily translate into political success for the communists. In 

1929 the CPC received dues from 2,876 members. Two years later membership had dropped 

more than 50% to 1,386. Fraught with high turnover, the Toronto membership was said to have 

been ―less than 200‖ by February 1931.
60

 As the Depression rolled onward, the Party‘s ranks 

began to swell again with the discontented, even as the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation 
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(CCF) siphoned off potential converts. During its first public meeting in February of 1932, the 

CCF drew more than three thousand, one third of whom signed membership cards on the spot.
61

 

 In 1934 the Worker mollified when it transformed into The Clarion, an inclusive weekly 

more palatable to Canadians. Estimates place its circulation around 12,000.
62

 Due to this 

widespread popularity and national support, it reformed again into a daily, the Daily Clarion in 

1935. ―Veteran party journalist‖ Harry Fistell was an assistant editor to both the Daily Clarion, 

and Canadian Tribune.
63

 Former Young Communist League (YCL) organizer John Boyd 

described his time as a staff writer for this new paper and identified others who were involved. 

CPC General Secretary Leslie Morris was also lead editor. Notables included Ed Cecil-Smith, 

who fought fascists with the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion in Spain. William Brown Forbes 

later became the editor of Editor and Publisher, an American monthly on the newsprint industry, 

while Carl Dair served as a typographer. When not working for the Kingston Whig-Standard, 

Bert Whyte was chiefly stationed in ―Beijing and Moscow.‖ Ted Allan and Sydney Gordon were 

staffers who later wrote Dr. Norman Bethune‘s biography The Scalpel, the Sword (1952).
64

 Mel 

Colby served as an able humourist through many of the papers incarnations.
65

 Under their tenure, 

the paper became a carefully manicured version of its former self: the women‘s section changed, 

making room for articles on managing weddings, make-up, recipes, and bridal gowns on 

working-class budgets.
66

 One signifier of the radical rag‘s attempts to groom itself for 

mainstream consumption was its first Pepsi-Cola advertisement in the summer of 1939. 
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 Authorities saw the communists beneath the camouflage. Parliament banned the Daily 

Clarion on 21 November 1939 for running an anti-war editorial that had violated regulation 15 

under the war-time Defense of Canada Regulations (DoCR).
67

 Boyd and Whyte played cat-and-

mouse with the detectives sent to their offices to shutter the operation. The pair had sent copy to 

sympathetic Party members at the Toronto-based Eveready printers. A few more issues ran 

before the paper closed indefinitely.
68

 Moving underground and changing its name, Daily 

Clarion was reborn as the Canadian Tribune on 20 January 1940.
69

 On 8 June 1940 when the 

CPC itself was banned by an Order-in-Council issued by the Dominion government, the Party 

urged its 16,000 members to go into hiding.
70

 Communists were rounded up, deported, or 

detained. The CPC reformed as the Labour-Progressive Party (LPP) and recast its organ to 

render its politics approachable and even desirable to mainstream Canadian values.
71

 Its editor A. 

A. McLeod unsuccessfully ran under the LPP banner in the Edmonton-East by-election after the 

sudden death of the Liberal F. C. Casselman.
72

 He would later become an LPP member of 

provincial parliament in Ontario.
73

 John Boyd was invited to be the paper‘s business manager in 

1942, eventually shifting to the editorial staff. He was soon joined by Leslie Morris, who ―came 

out of hiding‖ to edit the paper.
74

  

 Beyond Morris and Boyd, Bob Laxer was the paper‘s Parliamentary correspondent. He 

was active in the Student Peace Movement and student politics more generally. Former United 
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Progressive politician Dorise Nielsen now served as a women‘s reporter and feature writer. 

Helene Wasser was a staff photographer, while Art Walker was an entertainment correspondent 

and the paper‘s cartoonist. Sam Maltin covered sports, while Eva Kulha had the ―thankless jobs‖ 

of being both editorial secretary and the paper‘s librarian.
75

  

 After the Second World War, the paper resumed its course as Toronto‘s premiere labour-

friendly periodical, but political considerations hit an all-time low. Returned soldiers were 

rewarded with frequent depictions of the more liberated fashions of the postwar, such as the pin-

up girl and her bikini.
76

 When staff illustrator Bob Choma envisioned the Sunnyside Ladies 

Major Fastball League, he drew them as scantily-clad, curvaceous blondes more attractive and 

obsessed with appearance than their dowdy female fans.
77

 When actress Carol Forman‘s 

Honeymoon (1947) opened in theatres, the paper printed a picture of her in a revealing bikini 

―for no reason at all.‖
78

 A smiling eighteen year-old beauty queen of London, Ontario, said to be 

a worker at Central Aircraft Limited, was portrayed in a revealing bathing suit.
79

 By 1947, the 

paper admitted that pin-up culture and revealing bathing suits were becoming more prevalent, 

but it seemed not to oppose, or question the trend.
80

 Normative sexual entitlements temporarily 

sidelined the CPC‘s quest for social justice in the arenas of sex, health, and reproduction. 

 Enough money was raised to make the Tribune a daily for a few short months between 

the summer and fall of 1947. The Daily Tribune featured sports, beauty, entertainment, fashion, 

comics, and advertisements, but kept ―social and political commentary to a minimum.‖ 

Circulation was static at around 7,000 copies per issue. The brief attempt at daily printing 
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drained the CPC coffers of $200,000, and left it thousands of dollars in debt.
81

 After Morris 

passed away in 1964, Boyd became general editor, serving for nine years, between 1958 and 

1967.
82

 Despite the increasingly populist bent, as the thesis will show, the cultural apparatus that 

mobilized these papers was well-versed in materialist dialectics. 

c) Source: the Mainstream Press 

 

 The Toronto Daily Star had long been amenable to progressive politics and championed 

causes of social justice. Even during the worst of the Depression, the paper boasted an impressive 

circulation of 248,217, nearly fifty-thousand readers more than the combined total of its two 

competitors, the Globe and the Mail and Empire.
83

 The paper‘s activist pedigree originated with 

Joseph E. Atkinson who grew up in poverty and left school at 14 to help support his widowed 

mother and seven siblings. Taking an editorial position at the faltering Evening Star in 1899, he 

made significant changes and within a decade, became a majority shareholder of the Toronto Daily 

Star.
84

 The paper thrived: during the hardscrabble years of the Depression, its circulation rose, 

while that of its competitors tumbled.
85

  

 The Mail was originally established to be the organ of the Conservative party in 1872. It 

absorbed a competing Tory publication, called the Empire, two decades later to become the Mail 

and Empire.
86

 As for the Globe, its origins had been in the mid-nineteenth-century with reform 

liberals. In the 1930s, its financial editor, George McCullaugh, convinced his friend and business 

partner, gold magnate William H. Wright to purchase both papers. They combined into the Globe 
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and Mail on 23 November 1936, an organ that Wright felt could be an effective means to advertise 

his mining operations. As an editor and guiding light behind the new paper, McCullaugh was 

proudly conservative and loyal to British traditions.
87

 This paper‘s unease with Catholicism may 

be due in part to the Globe‘s legendary, anti-Catholic founder George Brown, despite operating in 

a city dubbed the ―Belfast of Canada.‖
88

  

 These mainstream papers will permit ―a reality check‖ to determine whether something 

mentioned by the red press was novel, or simply a common and accepted facet of life.  

d) Source: Canadian Medical Association Journal 

 

 The founding editor of the CMAJ was Dr. Andrew Macphail. Intellectual, physician, and 

historian of medicine, he was also the long-time editor of the Montreal Medical Journal (MMJ) at 

his alma mater McGill University. Leaving the relatively unsuccessful University Magazine, he 

was struck by the need of the Canadian Medical Association (CMA) to have its own periodical lest 

―the association would have little impact.‖ During the CMA‘s 1907 meeting, it was agreed to seek 

a journal by and for the medical community in Canada. The CMA purchased the MMJ and the 

Maritime Medical Journal agreed to shutter its operations, paving the way for the new national 

project to flourish. The first issue appeared in 1911 but was plagued by delays and legal troubles 

due to the poor credit of the printer, George Morang. His decision to permit advertisements greatly 

upset the medical community. By 1913 the journal ran a profit of just over $200 based on 

subscriptions from nearly one-fifth of Canada‘s estimated 7500 physicians.
89
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 Similar to the inclusion of mainstream newspapers, examination of the CMAJ will reveal 

whether the CPC was pushing at medical boundaries, or if it was merely repeating accepted 

medical wisdom. 

 e) The Politics of Reproduction 

 I have marshalled a collection of ideas, concepts, and terms to determine the CPCs 

understanding of sex, health, and reproduction. They include birth control, abortion, eugenics, 

juvenile delinquency, venereal disease, and state medicine. Topics were selected based upon the 

rate of their appearance, and the vigour with which the CPC debated them in its publications. By 

privileging certain topics related to sex, I had to set aside others. Childcare appeared in the 

forties and early fifties quite frequently, for example, but that conversation was not carried 

forward. Divorce and sex education were written about so infrequently that dozens of years 

could pass between their appearances. The topics of non-monogamy and homosexuality never 

appeared in the red press during the five decade span.  

Chapter Summaries 

 Each chapter will address one of these topics from the politics of reproduction, with an 

analysis of the red press, contemporary newsprint, and medical periodicals between 1920 and 

1970. Consequently, chronology appears within each chapter, rather than across the entire thesis. 

The historiography of each topic will appear within its chapter. Chapter one is the introduction. 

 Chapter two deals with birth control.
90

 For as long as there have been people, there have 

been practices to limit conception. The sixth-century Greek physician Aetios of Amita discovered 

that women who drank a tonic of water and copper were less likely to become pregnant; 

intriguingly copper is now featured in many intrauterine devices. Albertus Magnus, instructor of 
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Thomas Aquinias, suggested that any woman who wore an amulet of the ―finger and the anus of a 

dead fetus‖ would not conceive. 
91

 For this thesis, birth control refers to any means meant to space, 

limit, or restrict fertility, not including abortion. Despite legal and doctrinal prohibitions otherwise, 

the CPC debates on birth control were animated by its Marxist worldview. I recognize that while 

Communist goals at times appeared similar to their mainstream counterparts, the CPC always 

viewed fertility control through the prism of a historical materialist lens that would further its 

political ends. Political and legal authorities relented on the issue in the late sixties, but my 

research indicates that the Party had abandoned the topic well before that time.  

 Chapter three deals with abortion or the termination of an unwanted pregnancy. Scholars 

have noted that abortion has been practiced for thousands of years. Until the last few hundred 

years, it was sometimes permitted, even by religious authorities, until the ―quickening,‖ when the 

mother first felt movement, usually between the sixteenth and twentieth week of gestation. After 

quickening, the fetus was thought to be invested with a soul and should be allowed to live.
92

 Many 

means were used to bring about abortion. Traditional methods included recipes of castor oil, 

laxatives, quinine, or the introduction of potassium permanganate. Some hoped for success with 

less expensive methods, such as stinging hot mustard baths, drinking large amounts of alcohol, or 

self-injury. Most reliable was the intentional introduction of an object into the cervix: women 

attempted to abort themselves with slippery elm bark which absorbed moisture forcing open the 

cervix, or by the instillation of harmful solutions, like carbolic soap. They also used sticks, knitting 

needles, ballpoint pens, or hard rubber catheters. Most remarkable in discussions of illegal 

abortion was its timelessness; the circumstances and tools of abortion in the nineteenth century 
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were largely the same in the 1960s.
93

 For the CPC, abortion carried a heavy legal, cultural, and 

social stigma, but was nevertheless debated as a means to appeal to women. When the state 

legalized abortion under the rubric of individual rights, the CPC lost the argument to convince 

Canadians that abortions would be unnecessary in a socialist land of plenty.  

 Chapter four deals with eugenics. Eugenics means ―good in birth,‖ or ―well-born,‖ from 

the Greek, eu-genes. Originally formulated by British polymath and gentleman-scholar Francis 

Galton as a ―science which deals with all influences that improve the inborn qualities of race; 

also with those that develop them to the utmost advantage.‖
94

 Wendy Kline argues that historians 

have locked eugenics away in a place ―outside‖ of our historical purview because of its 

subsequent ―Nazi connection.‖ The vilification of individuals has taken precedence over a 

careful study of the broad consensus that supported the dissemination of eugenic and hereditarian 

ideals.
95

 The effect of this historiographic quarantine has obscured the eugenic perspectives that 

permeated politics, religion, law, medicine, and intellectual life in the United States and 

Canada.
96

 ―Eugenic‖ alarms were raised by contraventions of class and gender ideals, as well as 

mental or physical aberrations. Conscious of the horrors of applied eugenics in Germany, and the 

grave injustices meted out to victims of compulsory sterilization in the Canadian prairies, I focus 
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on the ways in which discussions of eugenics changed and informed leftist discourse on health 

and reproduction in Canada. Although eugenics enjoyed mainstream popularity, the CPC moved 

quickly against it as a means to control rather than ease working-class woes. It continued this 

fight into its opposition to Population Control, a global movement viewed by the CPC as the 

return of eugenics as dictated by American interests. 

 Chapter five deals with juvenile delinquency. If eugenics reflected concern that aberrant 

physical traits were being passed along, juvenile delinquency invoked the parallel concern that 

unwanted social or moral traits might appear in the next generation. Especially during times of 

unrest and upheaval, such as the Second World War, rates of perceived delinquency spike and set 

off a media frenzy that reinforced the image of the imperilled child. Unruly youth were seen as 

both the victim and cause of considerable social unrest. They embodied the slow decline of 

society. Acting as a social barometer, youth attitudes and behaviour are temporally, regionally, and 

culturally specific: what was deemed inappropriate comportment in the forties, for example, would 

seem passé just a few decades later.
97

 I investigate the causes and prevention of unruly youth as 

explained by the CPC. The Party was willing to relax its politics in order to appeal to mainstream 

Canadians and to incite sympathy for its belief that troubled teens were a direct and intentional 

import from capitalists in the United States. 

 Chapter six is devoted to venereal disease. Long associated with delinquency and poor 

morals, for the purpose of my study, venereal disease is defined as any illness transmitted via 

intercourse, sexual contact, or blood.
98

 Similar to juvenile delinquency, the appearance of venereal 

disease signaled a breakdown of morality:  victims were often blamed for engaging in risky, or 
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pre-marital sex, and for associating with the wrong sorts of people. Rates of infection rose sharply 

during the conflicts of World War I and II, causing many to lament the failure of proper social 

comportment. The infected also heavily taxed overworked public health units and forced federal, 

provincial, and municipal authorities into action. The CPC applied a classed analysis to the spread 

of illness. The issue became popular for communists, who used it as a wedge issue to force better 

public health coverage from uninterested authorities. They also argued that the very conditions of 

capitalism prevented venereal disease from ever being stamped out and advanced their own 

theories of what a disease-free society might look like. 

 Chapter seven examines the CPC attitude to state medicine. It was argued that with a 

modern, scientific approach, state medicine could banish disease and injury once and for all. In 

this thesis, state medicine is defined as any public system of health care where the medical costs 

are covered through taxation, and coverage and access are available to all regardless of social, 

economic, or geographical location. For much of Canada‘s past, infant and maternal mortality 

numbers revealed the hidden cost of private medicine. Hospital bills gobbled up savings and often 

defeated cost-conscious budget strategies: people fell ill or were injured despite their best attempts 

to remain healthy. Resistance to the idea of a centralized medical apparatus came from insurance 

providers, medical associations, and the doctors themselves. Communist arguments for state 

medicine extolled its benefits to women and children as a means of enticing Canadians toward 

socialism. Soviet-styled medicine would directly improve the health of the average Canadian 

family. The CPC‘s sudden abandonment of this topic on the eve of the Medicare victory in Canada 

presents an interesting historical challenge to our understanding of the Party. 

 The findings of these chapters will be summarized in a brief conclusion that will 

summarize my findings, emphasizing their novel aspects. 
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Chapter Two: Birth Control 

 

Introduction 

 

 The 1892 Criminal Code of Canada was unequivocal on the subject of birth control. It 

criminalized any ―medicine, drug or article intended or represented as a means of preventing 

conception.‖ Those found guilty faced two years imprisonment.
1
 Motivated by a birth rate that 

plummeted from an average of 7 children per woman in 1871 to half that number by 1921,
2
 

authorities prosecuted those who educated themselves and others about human fertility.
3
 During 

the twentieth century many argued for reforms to these punitive laws. The idea that fewer births 

would produce better children was championed in feminist, eugenic, and medical circles.
4
 A 

loose coalition of political, social, and religious groups emerged to pressure authorities into 

accepting the right of Canadians to choose their own fertility, a feat accomplished in 1969 as part 

of Trudeau‘s omnibus legislation.
5
 After this event, Canada would no longer prosecute anyone 

for seeking or explaining birth control. 

 The history of contraception has been well visited by scholars. Angus and Arlene 

McLaren documented the slow process of state‘s exit from the bedrooms of the nation. They 

examined the social and political actors who rid Canadian society of moralizing laws relating to 

contraception.
6
 Cynthia Comacchio argued that demographic changes to the fabric of society 

prompted the early medical establishment to refuse to prescribe contraception.
7
 Christabelle 
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Sethna examined student and feminist activists for birth control in the late sixties.
8
 In her 

expansive study on the history of contraception, Andrea Tone has affirmed many of the above 

conclusions.
9
 

 Birth control was malleable enough to be deployed by a wide variety of interests: 

eugenics,
10

 feminism,
11

 national wellbeing,
12

 commercial gain,
13

 and leftist politics.
14

 Attention 

to its legal,
15

 medical,
16

 and political
17

 dimensions has been documented, as well as its selective 

applications wielded against those with intellectual development disorders (IDD)
18

 and Canada‘s 

Indigenous population.
19

 A singular, national narrative fails to capture the nuances of fertility 

control as it appeared in unique ways in areas, such as Alberta,
20

 British Columbia,
21

 Ontario,
22

  

and the prairies.
23

 Birth control provoked controversy.
24

 It caused legal trials that captivated the 
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country,
25

 and it encountered resistance from medical authorities.
26

 It served as a lens into 

debates over youth sexuality in the sixties,
27

 and as a tool for the Canadian women‘s liberation 

movement,
28

 and other radical groups.
29

  

 These examples notwithstanding, how did the militant left approach the topic of fertility 

control? In Dreams of Equality (1989) Joan Sangster discussed how Communists combatted 

―neo-Malthusian justifications for control of working-class births.‖ Poverty had more to do with 

the distribution of wealth than an excess of people. The CPC presented the health and social 

benefits of birth control rather than discussing ―inalienable‖ rights.
30

 Similarly, Janice Newton 

identified many disparate communities of communist and socialist women who considered the 

‗woman question‘ and reproductive politics.
31

 Kate Weigand‘s Red Feminism (2001) echoed 

these findings: prior to the Second World War, the politics of reproduction found a place in the 

Communist Party of the United States of America (CPUSA) without referring to more 

contemporary definitions of feminism.
32

 This support was not universal. As Irving Abella has 

shown, some communists wanted little to do with a programme that might distract from the class 

struggle.
33

   

 This chapter investigates the first sustained birth control movement in Canada as 

undertaken by leftists within the Communist Party of Canada (CPC). Communists have always 
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been interested in women‘s issues, but reproductive politics provoked disparate responses. The 

CPC‘s Sixth Convention in 1929 decided against any ―propaganda on birth control as a remedy 

of economic evils.‖
34

 This chapter also charts the course that both mainstream and medical 

publications took on the topic of contraception to determine the proximity of these political 

actors to the CPC. In the face of their doctrinal prohibition against discussion of birth control, 

Communists debated it in a manner that was animated by their Marxist worldview. 

Birth Control in Canada 

 Contraception in Canada meant different things to different people. Many middle-class 

disapproved of limiting fertility. Fears over ―race suicide‖ were sharpened by the discovery of a 

plummeting birth rate. The Canadian birth rate decreased by one-third between 1851 and 1891.
35

 

Despite this drop in 1900 the population increase due to births was 21 percent since the previous 

census, yet by the Depression that rate had dropped by more than half.
36

 The drastic shift in these 

figures painted a bleak picture for those fretting over the future of the nation. Writing in Social 

Welfare Dr. J.J. Heagerty, director of the Social Hygiene Division of the Department of Health, 

described those who practiced voluntary restriction as the ―cowardly offspring of Higher 

Civilization.‖ Many agreed that the avoidance of reproduction was a recent notion that could 

doom all of society.
37

 Psychologist William D. Tait maintained that it was ―necessary to veto the 

feminist cry of birth control,‖ lest it snuff out ―the source of all our racial existence.‖
38

 Their 

contemporary Dr. Helen MacMurchy deemed birth control to be ―unnatural‖ and ―contrary to 
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one‘s higher instincts.‖
39

 She expressed concern for the practices of poor and working-class 

mothers.
40

 Critics warned that the ability to postpone childbirth indefinitely would draw women 

into the ―professional world of men.‖
41

 Tampering with these gender roles, framed by the 

societal stereotypes of male breadwinners and female domesticity, was to invite disaster.  

 Discussions of birth control inside the working class home fared little better. Some 

working men worried that their wives would want to work outside of the home if they had access 

to contraception.
42

 Others held that wives and mothers, freed from domestic responsibilities, 

might be used by the bosses to fill shop floors with cut-rate labour. A debate on fertility 

limitation necessarily forced a confrontation with the pronatalist ―ideology that permeated 

society.‖  Notwithstanding the heated debates, the English Canadian birth rate continued to drop 

at a steady rate; young couples were quietly adopting contraception.
43

 

 Not all leftists were interested in birth control, but most early birth-controllers found the 

safest harbour on the political left. Sexual radicals Robert Kerr and Dora Forster, English-

Canadian Fabian-socialists living on the West coast, published infamous articles demanding 

fertility limitation as part of a larger agenda that included the dissolution of monogamy, the 

liberalization of divorce laws, and women‘s total economic independence.
44  

Kerr championed 

non-monogamy and the ―sexual freedom of women,‖
45

 while Forster drew upon Darwinian 

theories to bolster her pronouncements about free-love.
46

 Most outrageous to fin-de-siècle 
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society was the emphasis that they placed upon feminine sexual pleasure, or the right of women 

to enjoy non-reproductive sex.
47

 Many women noted that even their radical men were far from 

homogeneous in their feminism and tended to lord over women‘s bodies to some degree.
48

 

Beyond early left-libertines, some maternal feminists accepted the need for fertility control: a 

former hygiene lecturer for the Women‘s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) Beatrice 

Brigden spoke of the need for ―voluntary motherhood.‖
49

 

 Other countries dealt with contraception earlier than their Canadian counterparts. In the 

United States, Justice August Hand struck down the Comstock laws related to fertility control in 

1936.
50

 In that same year a federal appeals court sided with birth control advocate Margaret 

Sanger affirming that authorities had no right to interfere with doctors even if contraceptives 

were involved.
51

 Charges against the birth-controlling feminist Annie Besant and her lover the 

republican atheist Charles Bradlaugh were thrown out by a British court in 1877.
52

 By the 

twenties English families were having on average four fewer children than they had sixty years 

prior.
53

 British birth controller Marie Carmichael Stopes and others pressured the Ministry of 

Health to recognize the National Birth Control Council (NBCC).
54

 Medicine played a strong 
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role
55

 and by the thirties, nearly half of all middle-class and one-third of working-class English 

couples were relying upon legal birth control devices.
56

  

 The Canadian battle for contraception suffered from the ―absence of a colourful Canadian 

leader.‖
57

 The names most commonly associated with the movement in Canada were industrialist 

and gentleman-eugenicist Alvin Ratz Kaufman and an Anglican cleric, Alfred Henry Tyrer. 

During the Depression, Tyrer published his Sex, Marriage and Birth Control: A Guide-Book to a 

Satisfactory Sex Life in Marriage (1936).
58

 His work experienced greater success than any other 

sex-education text during the thirties and forties,
59

 due his frank, unadorned language.
60

 The 

cleric founded the Canadian Voluntary Parenthood League in 1929. On the advice of Margaret 

Sanger he would later change it to the Canadian Birth Control League in 1931, finally settling 

upon the Birth Control Society of Canada in 1932.
61

 Kaufman began to financially support Tyrer 

and introduced him to the elite of the Eugenic Society of Canada (ESC).
62

 Influenced either by 

changing social mores (or his financier‘s wallet), Tyrer injected a hereditarian slant to his 

writings that would have been anathema to most leftists.
63

  

Industrialist and gentleman-eugenicist Alvin Ratz Kaufman was an instrumental figure in 

the 1936-37 Eastview Birth Control Trial, a significant event in the Canadian experience with 

contraception. The ordeals of nurse and social worker Dorothea Palmer brought contraception to 

national scrutiny. Palmer was arrested in September of 1936 for discussing birth control in the 
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predominantly Catholic neighbourhood of Eastview, Ontario. The sensational trial and acquittal 

of Dorothea Palmer gripped the nation.
64

 Charged under Section 207(c)
65

 of the 1892 Canadian 

Criminal Code, Palmer with her employer sought a day in court to intentionally challenge the 

antiquated law. During Rex v. Palmer her nearly $25,000 defense was paid for by Kaufman. He 

and others believed that her actions were pro bono publico,
66

 or for the good of the public, and 

thus defensible in face of the law against birth control.
67

 Advocates of eugenics exploited 

popular, negative stereotypes in order to help change public attitudes toward fertility limitation.
68

 

 Palmer‘s trial was deliberated for six months before presiding magistrate Lester Clayton 

threw out the charges against her. His final ruling agreed that her actions did serve the public 

good.
69

 Barring a few interviews given many decades later, she vanished from the headlines 

altogether.
70

 Her acquittal established a precedent in Canadian jurisprudence for all similar cases 

and began a judicial silence on contraception that would not be broken until the sixties.
71

 The 

crown limped away from further prosecutions, but contraceptives remained illegal under the 

1892 Criminal Code.
72

 By the sixties, what had once been illegal and, in many eyes, immoral, 

became an accepted part of everyday life.  

 Early advocates of birth control tended to be sympathetic to feminist or leftist politics. 
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The Canadian left grappled with contraception.
73

 Tenuous leftist alliances tended to balk at 

supporting allies who advocated free love,
74

 or challenged working men‘s heteronormativity.
75

 

Militant feminists demanding birth control threatened union men.
76

 Others suspected that fertility 

control was a conservative cure-all to working-class poverty and labour unrest.
77

 This impression 

was reinforced by mainstream charity organizations that offered lukewarm endorsements of 

contraception to avoid ―crowds of workless young people.‖
78

 Many socialists feared that 

women‘s issues sapped energy from larger issues: if birth control trumped class reform, the 

collective struggle would fail.
79

  

 Birth control held interesting tensions for leftist women. They rebelled against the 

interference of the meddlesome middle and upper classes, but were aware that the active 

management of fertility could ease their daily struggles. The women of the socialist United 

Farmers of Canada (UFC) demanded government-funded ―contraceptive information [and] birth 

control clinics.‖
80

 Journalist Violet McNaughton founded the Women Grain Growers, a 

periodical aimed at farm women. She encouraged discussions of birth control, infant mortality, 

and educational reforms. The women‘s movement flourished on the prairies due to the support of 

papers like the Grain Grower‘s Guide (GGG), the Manitoba Free Press, and the Western 

Clarion.
81

 For the most part, however, socialist women held a dim view of birth control.
82
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The perception that illegitimacy and teen pregnancy were on the rise during the fifties 

and sixties helped thaw public attitudes toward birth control. Unplanned motherhood soon came 

to be viewed as a social rather than a moral failing.
83

 When some 17,000 ―illegitimate‖ children 

were born in the sixties to mothers under the age of twenty-two, discussions on fertility became 

unavoidable.
84

 

 Contraception occupied a legal grey area by the sixties. When pharmacist Harold Fine 

was jailed in 1960 for selling condoms – a common practice – Barbara Cadbury and her husband 

George were so outraged that they established the Planned Parenthood Association of Toronto. 

Doctors began to ask, if British and American physicians could support birth control, why not 

those in Canada?
85

 That so many simply flouted the law meant that the legislative ban on birth 

control was ―unenforceable.‖
86

 Even Maclean‘s magazine boasted that thousands of doctors  

offered fertility options for married families in Canada.
87

 The inconsistencies of the law 

prompted political attention as well. Bill C-64 was introduced in the house by Robert Prittie (BC, 

New Democrat) to remove contraception from Section 150 of the Criminal Code. Further bills 

aimed at contraception appeared before legislators. Bills C-195, C-150 and S-15 would be 

incorporated into the massive Criminal Law Amendment Act 1968-69, commonly known as 

Trudeau‘s omnibus bill.
88

   

 Famously declaring in 1967 that ―the state has no business in the bedrooms of the nation‖ 

then Canadian Minister of Justice Pierre Elliot Trudeau signalled the direction that Canada 
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would be heading.
89

 His words heralded a modern approach to sexuality unburdened with out-

dated morality. Significant reforms and amendments to the Canadian Criminal Code regarding 

abortion, birth control, divorce, and homosexuality received royal assent on 27 June 1969.
90

 The 

Canadian state made good on Trudeau‘s prophecy. 

Malthusians Marginalized: Birth Control in the Roaring Twenties 

 As early as the twenties those unable to afford or locate private medical services may 

have found advertisements for contraceptives in newspapers and magazines in ―coded language 

that intimated their subject.‖
91

 At other times the mainstream press was more forthcoming in its 

coverage of contraception. Early reports showcased the debates in other countries rather than 

discussing the matter at home. For example, in 1920 the Toronto Daily Star reported that French 

authorities had taken a firm stance against birth control. Opponents of the law pointed out that 

many law-makers within the Chamber of Deputies had likely practiced birth control, by detailing 

the number of children each of the legislators had.
92

 In 1924, the Globe remarked that even the 

prolific English author H. G. Wells was a booster of birth control. Flanked by MP Dorothy 

Jewson (Labour, Norwich) and others from Mrs. Bertrand Russell‘s Birth Control Committee, 

his deputation failed to impress Britain‘s socialist Minister of Health John Wheatley (ILP, 

Glasgow-Shettleston).
93

 

 The American experience with birth control also figured in the Canadian press. The 

American Bureau of Social Hygiene found that in 1929 roughly half of one-thousand married 

women surveyed on sexuality had practiced birth control. This proportion rose to 74% of 
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―college graduates.‖
94

 Spokesman for the Methodist church in the United States Reverend A. Z. 

Mann explained that Christianity had to take a stand on the matter of birth control in 1928. Just 

what side of the debate he supported was not mentioned.
95 

When in 1923 the Star profiled 

renowned birth controller Margaret Sanger, the paper highlighted her championing of the 

average family‘s right to safeguard health, home, and happiness; children would be wanted and 

cared for, women saved from ―compulsory maternity.‖
96

 In its coverage of Sanger, the Star 

established birth control as modern and reasonable for married couples. 

 Local discussions on birth control were just as varied in the 1920s. MP Aurélien Bélanger 

(Liberal, Russell) castigated ―those vicious features of life in the United States.‖ He pilloried 

―free love,‖ ―divorce,‖ and ―birth control,‖ as disruptive forces wafting northward seeking to 

undermine Canada.
97

 When speaking to the Montreal Catholic Women‘s League, Dr. W. A. L. 

Styles warned that the country faced extinction unless birth control was stopped in its tracks.
98

 In 

a surprise motion at the Presbyterian General Assembly, the Reverend Dr. Buchanan voiced 

opposition to the twin evils of ―companionate marriage and birth control,‖ but it was not passed 

and instead was referred to a committee for further discussion.
99

 Professor R. M. McIver 

revealed that contraception allowed the well-off to have fewer children while advancements in 

society and medicine allowed their increasingly numerous poorer cousins to live longer.
100

 This 

classed disparity of birth rates was a precursor for the eugenic arguments that would soon enter 

the public debate on reproduction.
101
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 Support for birth control came from political groups sympathetic to the left. The agrarian 

socialists of the United Farm Women of Alberta demanded the removal of ―legal restrictions, 

tradition, prejudice or ignorance‖ that otherwise prevented parents from discussing fertility 

control with the medical profession.
102

 

 Contraception was an arena that Canadian medicine hesitated to enter. In the twenties the 

Canadian Medical Association Journal (CMAJ) displayed ambivalence over birth control. When 

Dr. Henry W. Cattell‘s edited collection International Clinics (1923) discussed birth control, a 

reviewer described it as ―not the least valuable.‖
103

 An editorial in 1927 entertained the idea that 

some form of fertility limitation may be required in order to keep the world‘s population from 

outstripping available resources.
104

 When the Department of Public Health in Toronto released a 

bulletin entitled ―Visions of the Ghost of Malthus,‖ the CMAJ described it as ―interesting.‖ Here 

birth control was linked positively to the eugenic betterment and Christian morality.
105

 Two 

editorials directly broached the issue. The first appeared to side with the National Council of 

Public Morals in England, in taking a dim view of the topic but agreeing that further study was 

necessary.
106

 A year later, an editor wrote that contraception, if permitted, would be best used to 

contain the fecundity of the poor and working classes.
107

  

Contraception and Communists: The Worker & The Woman Worker 

 The CPC was aware of the machinations of societal elites, but did not discuss birth 

control or contraception as a possible solution to the woes of its working class rank and file.  
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Its paper, the Worker bristled with coverage of the injustices of a broken economic system and 

the contradictions and misery that capitalism visited upon humanity. Author H.M. Wieks 

contextualized the social mores of sex internationally.
108

 He claimed that happy relationships 

abound under socialism due to the state‘s wise removal of economic need or want. Under 

capitalism, the distance between the ―common prostitute‖ and the ―married prostitute‖ was 

purely economic.
109

 An editorial echoed this sentiment, remarking how under capitalism it was 

common for desperate women to walk the streets in order to make ends meet.
110

  

 The red press was interested in politically engaging with women. In the first issue of the 

Worker correspondent Hurtha Sturm hoped to kick-start and financially support the publication 

of ―women‘s periodicals and women‘s pages in the Communist daily press.‖
111

 The Secretary of 

the Women‘s Bureau Florence Custance began the ―Working Women‘s Section‖ in July 1926 to 

survey the political landscape for women. Distancing itself from the distractions of fashion and 

recipe, and abandoning ―sickly love stories,‖ her column was for all Canadian women, in favour 

of ―real life, not imaginations.‖
112

 Her articles discussed the problems that women faced both in 

and outside of the home,
113

 and she decried the sad farce of locking up those who attempted to 

prevent pregnancy: an action that criminalized those who could not afford children.
114

 Her 

advocacy of birth control was well known to the mainstream press.
115

 Beyond this, very little 
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was done by the Party to organize women specifically,
116

 and her contemporaries gave Custance 

few opportunities to shine.
117

 

 The ‗militant mothering‘ of communist wives like Florence Custance was equal parts 

political engagement and feminine concern. While the male-dominated party sought new 

members, radical women wanted recognition of their issues of sex, reproduction, and the family. 

Custance would soon benefit from the emergence of the Women‘s Labour Leagues (WLL). 

Appearing in Canada just prior to the Great War and modelled after earlier British efforts, the 

disparate WLLs were concerned with self-education, fund-raising, and support work; their 

trajectory mirrors the overall emergence of communism in Canada.
118

 In 1924 they coalesced 

into a federation during a conference in London, Ontario.
119

 Because their ideas were ignored (or 

rejected) by their radical contemporaries, the militant mothers of the WLL struck out on their 

own and with Florence Custance as general editor, the Woman Worker was born.  

  In the 1920s leftists feared that mainstream media offered supreme distractions in the 

form of ―beauty contests and romantic [fantasies].‖ Women risked being turned into apolitical 

―sweeties and homemakers‖ rather than the strong ―political companions of men.‖
120

 The 

Woman Worker was a breath of fresh air to the progressive reader. The male leadership of the 

Party and its main publication sidestepped these issues, but did not censor this new paper‘s 

demands for birth control, abortion, or the establishment of women‘s clinics. 

 Traditionally associated with prostitutes, or libertines, contraception made a telling 

appearance in the first issue of the Woman Worker. The brief yet bold discussion centred around 
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one of Toronto‘s prominent birth control supporters, Dr. Oswald C. J. Withrow, President of the 

Ontario Birth Control League.
121

 In 1926, he told the Toronto WLL that without education in 

―sex knowledge,‖ contraception was not sufficient and could, in fact, be ―harmful.‖ He believed 

that every woman should have the ability to determine when she should be with child. Birth 

control was a medical, rather than criminal matter. His speech met with no objections and 

Withrow was crowded by mothers asking for his business cards.
122

 The paper praised women 

who turned to birth control to safeguard their class and family from unnecessary hardship. 

During the open discussion that followed, the Toronto WLL women were divided. Some viewed 

sex education and contraception as unnecessary or immoral criticized their sisters who betrayed 

class solidarity by relying upon false bourgeois modesty. Others denounced the moralizing 

influence of the church for meddling in working-class affairs. Still others made the case that 

contraception should be permitted to families who ―exceeded more than three children.‖
123

  

 Safeguarding home and family against ravenous capital was an important argument made 

by many communist women. An editorial entitled ―Poverty Kills Working-Class Mothers‖ cited 

the Dominion government‘s report on ―Maternal Morality, publication no. 37.‖ For one year 

beginning 1 July 1925, 237,199 Canadian babies were born and 1500 mothers died – an average 

maternal death rate of 6.4 for every thousand living births. Working mothers were 

overrepresented in these figures, provoking one editor to prescribe a mother‘s clinics for the 

benefit of the working folk of Canada.
124

 

 Reproduction was often couched in larger discussions of women‘s role in politics. 

Mother and member of the Toronto WLL Lillie Broadhurst urged working families to limit 
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fertility for the sake of mothers everywhere. ―Every child after the second and particularly after 

the third is a calamity‖ against the family. Any woman who hoped to engage in a social or 

political life should ―not be forced to bear children when she does not wish to.‖ A progressive 

blueprint already existed in Holland, where the planning of children meant that they were not 

only wanted, but cared and provided for. Pre-emptively striking back against the canard that birth 

control led to childless homes, Broadhurst explained that just because a woman declined to bear 

a ―dozen children‖ did not mean that she ―would object to two or three.‖
125

 

 Broadhurst published two more letters. ―Birth control was not for the wealthy,‖ she wrote 

in November of 1927; it was for the working woman, ―who had to depend on the kindly 

ministration of her neighbour‖ or a charitable physician for the birth of her child.
126

 Uneven 

economic structures forced these tough choices. Her final letter in December of 1927 explained 

that birth control was needed lest men, chafing under celibacy, were to seduce or force 

themselves upon young women. By giving working women birth control, working men would be 

rendered ―moral and good.‖ Celibacy also harmed working women, as ―refusing to cohabit‖ or to 

perform the ―wifely duty‖ was an easy path to divorce, abuse, or abandonment.
127

 Unlike her 

first two letters, this final one was rooted in her perception of insurmountable intrinsic 

differences between men and women. 

 With few qualifiers, the Woman Worker was in the contraceptive camp, but it was not 

above printing the occasional letter of dissent. For example, in spring 1928, Margaret Crowder of 

Los Angeles, California, wrote that birth control was a means to ―sated lusts and consequences 

aborted.‖  Drawing upon neurasthenic principles that were already dusty at the turn of the 
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century, Crowder argued that the ―vital forces‖ that power intellect would degenerate if misspent 

upon carnal acts. Not content with haranguing the working class, she bemoaned the number of 

―congenital idiots‖ that the wealthy were ―pouring into the world by ones and twos.‖
128

 

 Crowder‘s letter was answered in the June 1928 issue of the Woman Worker. I.E.H. 

agreed that ―self-control is most important in matters of sex,‖ but modern psychology recognized 

that severe repression was harmful and could result in ―serious nervous disturbances.‖ Birth 

control was far more sensible than steely self-control, which would ensure that only those with 

superior willpower were having smaller families. Far from unbridled license, advocates of birth 

control desired to arrange a ―more perfect life.‖
129

 ―Sofie‖ echoed this concern in her letter 

printed in October 1928. She wrote that dictating fertility patterns would give a mother the 

ability to ensure that children were healthy, cared for, and most importantly, wanted. Sofie 

disdained selfish women who refused to bear children to avoid ―spoil[ing] their looks,‖ trying to 

remain svelte, girlish, and apt for the latest fashions. Contraception must be brought to the 

labouring classes, but it was not for the idle wives of the wealthy.
130

 

 The Woman Worker‘s foray into contraception placed it in a league of its own. The 

communist-led WLLs struggled against the many charitable and religious efforts that 

mushroomed around them: the Young Women‘s Christian Association (YWCA), for example, 

was designed to groom women to be ―moral and industrious‖ even as it stamped out 

radicalization.
131

 Militant mothers were suspicious of middle-class women‘s organizations. In the 

1920s, middle-class feminists pretended to define the needs and desires of all women. The leftist 

woman encountered internal critics as well. Some women pointed out that without the fear of 
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unwanted pregnancy, they might actually have a harder time refusing men‘s sexual advances. 

Joan Sangster noted that the biggest challenge to the party women at this stage was how they 

were forced to grapple with their ―lingering patriarchial traditions‖ amidst a landscape of 

revolutionary new ideas about the body, sexuality, and reproduction. A paradox developed as the 

party praised women for selfless devotion to home and family, while at the same time criticizing 

those who reduced women‘s lives to domesticity.
132

  

 The brief Communist dalliance with a separate women‘s paper faced many challenges. 

Tiresome and often thankless work, the Party was well aware that militants tasked with pursuing 

what was termed the ‗woman question‘ were exhausted, underfunded, and overstretched.
133

 

Another hurdle for militant mothers was the birth pangs of Canadian communism itself. A 

schism erupted in the CPC and many long-time members seen to be of an ideologically impure 

element were expelled. During a convention in early March of 1929, the Communist Executive 

Council representative Tim Buck argued that the party should distance itself from the ―false 

political perspective‖ of Leon Trotsky. With Women‘s Director Custance‘s sympathies 

seemingly closer to feminism than communism, both she and her Woman Worker were at risk.
134

  

Had she not taken ill toward end of the twenties, she may have faced additional charges. This 

seemingly tireless engine of activism was slowly becoming aware of her limits and asked to be 

released from active political work due to poor health in late spring 1929.
135

 Her steady 

deterioration ensured that she would never challenge her critics: on 12 July 1929, at the age of 48 

Florence Custance died. Without her considerable talents and energy – one historian described 
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her as the total effort of the Party‘s Women‘s Department
136

 – the Woman Worker died alongside 

her. 

Marxists and Malthusians: Toronto Observes the Eastview Birth Control Trial 

 The conditions wrought by the Depression rendered birth control an attractive possibility 

to Canadians. Contraception jostled with the religious traditions that were woven through 

society. When Star reporter R. E. Knowles interviewed Rabbi Brickner of the Holy Blossom 

Synagogue, the latter discussed the contraceptive habits of the city‘s Catholic population 

suggesting that Rome‘s stance may be shifting.
137

 The episode so upset J. Lee of 185 Fairlawn 

Ave., who wrote to state that the church accepted ―periodic continence,‖ but would never permit 

the ―degradation of a sacred function to a measure of unbridled license.‖
138

 Early in the thirties 

Pope Pius XI had proclaimed casti connubii to shore up the Catholic family against the evils of 

contraception, abortion, sterilization, companionate marriage, and divorce.
139

 The encyclical 

necessarily pitted devout Catholics against birth-controlling Canadians.  

 The battle spilled into the regulatory measures that oversaw Canadian radio broadcasts. 

The Globe reported that staunch Catholic opposition to educational broadcasts on birth control 

forced its booster, United Church Reverend C. E. Silcox to declare a draw. ―Propaganda against 

birth control must also be kept off the air,‖ he explained.
140

 The Star gave Silcox ample 

opportunity to showcase his views. He explained that short of accepting ―[German] socialism or 

[Soviet] communism,‖ the best means to ease the Depression was birth control. He remarked that 
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as Torontonians already spent $15,000 per week on birth control products, most had apparently 

made peace with flouting the law.
141

 

 Canadian papers tracked birth control decisions elsewhere.  ―More British lives have 

been suppressed by birth control than were killed in the bloodiest year of the war,‖ Professor Sir 

Leonard Hill explained during a meeting of the Society for Constructive Birth Control and Racial 

Progress. He believed that the English birth rate had fallen to unacceptable levels, but his 

solution of adopting the pronatalist practices of dictatorial regimes likely won few converts.
142

 

The United States took a different approach: the first recognition by American Medical 

Association (AMA) of need for birth control in 1937 made front page news.
143

  

 Some who recognized its place were ambivalent about contraception. ―Birth control is 

made necessary,‖ F. A. Bickford began a letter to the editor, ―as the higher cost of living is not 

followed by a rise in wages.‖ Reckless immigration practices drove wages down and Canadians 

from cities. In order to make ends meet, labourers were forced to resort to family planning.
144

 

Public access to birth control was deemed sensible for the health and welfare of the working 

family.
145

 Bickford spoke to working class needs; uncertain of its role elsewhere, he concluded 

that it was vastly preferable to starvation. Others accepted contraception but were unsure of how 

to access it. When pressed by the United Farmer of Alberta‘s women delegates, that province‘s 

acting Premier and Minister of Health, George Hoadley, agreed to ―educational‖ birth control for 

the married – something ―he believed [was] within the law.‖
146

 Illegality and immorality had 

prevented even the educated from obtaining contraception.    
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 In 1930 the CMAJ acknowledged that birth control was ―a movement strangely 

unrecognized by the vast majority of the medical profession.‖ An editorial reviewed Caroline 

Hadley Robinson‘s survey of more than 300 birth control clinics across the United States and 

Britain.
147

 A few years later the journal reviewed two more works relating to birth control; the 

first, The Practice of Contraception (1931) by birth-controller Margaret Sanger and Dr. H. M. 

Stone was hailed as ―an authoritative survey of contraceptive methods;‖ the second, Control of 

Conception (1931), was commended for its thoroughness.
148

 Dr. Helen MacMurchy‘s 

eugenically-flavoured Sterilization? Birth Control? A Book for Family Welfare and Safety 

(1934) was lauded for its richness.
149

 

 The CMAJ placed contraception within a global context. In 1930 the Indian state of 

Mysore permitted birth control to married women who could demonstrate a medical or economic 

need – the first undertaking of its kind in the British Empire.
150

 A few years later, British Lord 

Justice McCardie argued that laws against contraception failed to consider the many good 

families who had fallen on hard times that were unable to care for additional children. That 

country‘s laws needed to reflect the lived experience of the English working class.
151

 Coverage 

of the Seventh International Birth Control Congress in Zurich revealed that not all delegates were 

as sure as the British; some German delegates echoed Leonard Hill‘s comparison and 

complained that fertility control had cost Germany ―five times as many lives‖ as were lost in the 

Great War; socialist delegates linked it to ―political and moral emancipation‖ of the people.
152

 

 CMAJ reported that American courts struck down federal obscenity laws in place since 
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1873—a decision that ―wisely recognized that properly controlled contraception has become a 

part of preventative medicine.‖ Birth-controller Margaret Sanger was praised for her pivotal role 

in this turn of events.
153

 

 The journal discussed Canadian interactions with contraception. Social workers and 

public health officials agreed that large families in poverty experienced ―the destruction of 

physical and mental health.‖ Birth control was the prevention, rather than the destruction of life. 

Canada‘s four clinics in Halifax, Kitchener, Hamilton, and Vancouver were set to be joined by 

one in the prairies due to the agitation of the Alberta Council of Women.
154

 In 1938 Dr. Frank 

Findlay addressed the graduating glass of nurses at the Halifax Infirmary on the topic of birth 

control.
155

 Calgary‘s city council denied the request of that city‘s Birth Control Society for a 

grant toward contraception, but agreed to support a trained public health nurse who might 

educate upon request.
156

 

 Unlike the Woman Worker, the CPC‘s main paper never delved into contraception during 

the twenties. By the mid-thirties however, the Worker began to report on the growing desire for 

contraception. As women of wealth and privilege could obtain birth control, the Worker 

wondered why not workers and the poor? The paper reported that some leftist women threatened 

a birth strike. They would refuse to bear children only to see them ―sent to slave camps or to be 

used as cannon fodder in capitalist wars.‖ Clinics often required a fee beyond the reach of the 

working poor and families on relief.
157

 Many women-centred clinics appearing across the 

country did not permit unqualified access. President of the Hamilton Birth Control League and 
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director of the Hamilton Birth Control Clinic Mary Elizabeth Hawkins
158

 was advised directly by 

the British Marie Stopes to refuse birth-control to unmarried or childless women, for fear of 

public disapproval.
159

 Meanwhile, the 1930s black market trade in contraceptives was booming. 

Neighbourhood pharmacists could sell diaphragms, while materials for homemade 

contraceptives could be purchased through big department stores and mail-order catalogues. The 

high demand and profitability of these illegal items ensured that retailers were willing to take the 

risk.
160

  

 Eager to make inroads with the average Canadian family, the CPC eased its stance on 

many issues related to reproduction during the Popular Front era (1935-1939). The goal was to 

form broad alliances with ―petite-bourgeois,‖ middle-class, church-going, and liberal women.
161

 

Rebranding itself for mainstream consumption, the CPC began to experiment with essentialized 

concepts of gender, embracing ―a useful but ahistorical vision of masculine and feminine social 

roles.‖
162

 In part, this easing of rigid ideology was reflected in the 1935 transformation of The 

Worker, into the more respectable Daily Clarion.
163

  That this newly retooled paper further 

pushed boundaries on birth control indicates contraception‘s popularity in society. The topic was 

also an attempt increase female membership, as women had accounted for only ten per cent of 

the communist rank and file.
164

 

 Columnist and Women‘s Director, Anne Smith, discussed the Toronto Birth Control 

Clinic in an obvious appeal to female readers. Toronto clinic director Grace Ord suggested that 

mothers should unionize as they were in the most ―dangerous trade in Canada.‖ Of the nearly 
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quarter million Canadian births since the beginning of the year, nearly 24,000 had resulted in the 

injury or death of a mother. Surely there was a better system than one that placed profits ahead of 

families.
165

 British suffragette and birth controller Edith How-Martyn lamented class differences: 

wives of working professionals could pay for medical services, but the wives of the working 

poor and those on relief could not.
166

  

 Communist interest in birth control rose sharply toward the end of the Depression, due 

largely to the events of the Eastview Birth Control Trial. What the trial meant for communists 

and their politics was not clear. The state had relented on the question of birth control and 

working families would benefit from the ability to dictate their fertility. Kaufman, however, was 

a capitalist par excellence: his Kitchener-based Parents Information Bureau (PIB) sold ―kits of 

condoms and contraceptive creams,‖ spermicidal powders, jellies, and a pessary that cost twenty-

three cents to manufacture and sold for over two dollars. His nurse employees took 25% 

commission, and more than 1500 of these items were sold during an eighteen-month trial 

period.
167

  

 The Daily Clarion constructed the Eastview Trial within a framework shaped by 

international politics and local circumstances. That Toronto‘s communists championed 

contraception, however briefly, is interesting considering their previous stance against it barely a 

decade earlier.
168

 According to Nancy Butler, the interwar CPC approached ―women‘s issues‖ in 

a way that blurred the ―class difference between working and middle classes.‖
169

 Accessible birth 

control then, served to bridge the classes, but it was a temporary solution of convenience, and not 

a long-term cure for the ills of capitalism. Communist recognition of birth control had more to do 
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with capitalism‘s class inequalities than with problems peculiar to women.  

 An ironic sea change would prevent the CPC from exploiting Canadian‘s newfound 

willingness to discuss birth control. Just as the CPC was struggling to broaden its appeal to 

women, the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) ―was defending the Soviet Union‘s 

limitation of birth control information and the withdrawal of abortion on demand under the new 

Soviet constitution.‖
170

  Women now gained status based on their proximity to, rather than 

rejection of motherhood. Loyalty to the new ideal was demonstrated with a bountiful family.
171

 

Nancy Butler observed that Stalin‘s return to traditionally defined motherhood was a significant 

shift away from the early revolutionary days. Birth control became a wedge issue as the needs of 

Canadian women were subsumed by the Party‘s desire to support the Soviet Union.
172

 The roots 

of this sudden pro-natalist turn can be traced to the birth pangs of Stalinism, with its Great 

Terror, collectivization, many purges, and crippling famines. Official Soviet interests leaned 

toward growing the population. Russian women were ―engaged in both productive and 

reproductive labour.‖
173

  

 While the Russian attitude cooled toward reproductive freedoms, the Clarion still 

supported them. Women‘s Director Alice Cooke reminded her audience that some might die from 

botched abortions, others faced charges of infanticide, and yet others went mad from struggling 

to raise children in an ―economically impossible world.‖ Legal and accessible family limitation 

was the solution.
174

 Feature writer Anna Bell appealed to working-class women. She described 

the explosive protests that swept a labour hall meeting when it was revealed that some of the 
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wives were quietly discussing birth control. One woman, Mrs. Jackson, rose to decry the men‘s 

silence on the issue. She wished that she had more control over the fourteen times she had found 

herself pregnant, explaining that the ―luxury‖ of political education was impossible when a 

woman‘s day was endless worry over ―food and clothing ... or [another] pregnancy.‖
175

 Rather 

than contraception, the working poor were forced to rely instead upon misinformation or 

superstition from well-intentioned friends and family.
176 

Puritanical social convention, 

―reactionary elements‖ and ―the lethargy of a large section of our [own] people‖ conspired to bar 

working-class women from expensive private clinics.
177

  

 The Soviet retreat on birth control meant that Palmer‘s 1937 acquittal received little 

attention in the Daily Clarion. The women‘s section, once bristling with debate over 

contraception
178

 was almost silent on the issue. Writer Anna Bell was replaced by Stella 

Chapman, who congratulated several activist women from a local Ukrainian labour temple for 

their engagement. Women‘s Director Alice Cooke also ignored the results of the Eastview trial in 

order to denounce the coming storm in Europe.
179

 Woman‘s World columnist Julia Bruce 

announced that Palmer would ―long be remembered in Canadian history as a staunch progressive 

and a friend of the people.‖
180

 Beyond a single anonymous letter that praised the efforts of 

working-class parents who struggled for birth control, the short-lived discussion of contraception 

in the paper vanished as quickly as it had appeared.
181

 One silver lining of the increased interest 

was that by its Eighth Convention ion 1939, the CPC was calling for ―increased health services,‖ 
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and made specific mention of ―birth control clinics.‖
182

 

Fertility Control During and After the Second World War 

 The mainstream press was heavily preoccupied by the heavy losses of the Second World 

War and the reconstruction that followed to give much thought to birth control. Some 55,000 

young and able-bodied Canadians were left crippled while nearly 45,000 died fighting the 

Nazis.
183

 Amid such carnage, fertility limitation may have appeared to be an alarming 

development. The losses prompted the Globe to publicly request additional ―British Stock‖ for 

the country. Only the (presumably white and English-speaking) British could carry the ―political 

institutions, the cultural standards, and vitalizing energy‖ that the nation required; birth control 

shouldered some blame for this lamentable situation.
184

 Globe and Mail veteran J. V. McAree 

gave a brief history of the birth-control movement in America, indicating that he supported the 

idea.
185

 

 International talk of contraception would surface periodically during and immediately 

following the war. In the United States, Dr. Will Durant claimed that the rejection of one in four 

volunteers by recruitment centres in Pittsburgh was evidence of biological deterioration. Again 

the culprit was birth control, which allowed the ―best‖ families not to bear ―their share of 

children.‖
186

 One month after the fall of Nazi Germany, the Globe reported that English interest 

in birth control had spiked sharply. Honourary secretary of the British Family Planning 

Association, Mrs. Geoffrey Pyke, explained that because of post-war conditions and the housing 

crisis, 50% more British mothers had approached its clinic in 1945 than in 1944.
187

 High interest 
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led some conservative politicians and religious leaders to attempt to outlaw that country‘s 

automatic dispensaries of condoms. The penny-in-slot machines enticed ―young people to 

commit fornication,‖ grumbled the Bishop of Chelmsford, Dr. Henry Wilson. The president of 

the Sex Education Society, Dr. Norman Haire, countered that readily accessible contraception 

kept levels of venereal disease at bay.
188

  

 Talk of fertility control increased in frequency and acceptability in the 1950s. W. R. 

Sachs of Toronto wrote to the Globe in November 1952 to discussion chemical contraception. 

Pushing back against the popular idea that overpopulated areas could seek relief by enticing 

families to leave, Sachs argued that any country pursuing this option would be rid only of its 

young, healthy, and mobile. Where ―sanguinary wars‖ failed to keep the population down, birth 

control might succeed, but with present mores, there was ―not the remotest possibility that it 

could be adopted.‖
189

 Sachs was likely referring to headlines made in October 1952 when Dr. 

Benjamin Sleve had successfully used ―pills as a method of birth control.‖
190

 A few years later 

Dr. V. B. Green-Armytage of the Medical School of Hammersmith indicated that ―synthetic sex 

hormones‖ could be ingested by women to ensure fool-proof birth control.
191

   

 Foreshadowing the decade to come, students also began to discuss birth control. In a 

debate between St. Michael‘s College and the faculty of medicine at the University of Toronto, 

history student, Peter Dembski, argued that using ―artificial birth control‖ to solve 

overpopulation was no less immoral than ―dropping an A-bomb to kill off surplus peoples.‖ 

Medical student Charles Tator pushed back, remarking that hospitals were filled with unwed 

mothers, ―suffering the scorn of a hypocritical society.‖ The audience voted by a slim margin to 
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endorse birth control.
192

 Fear over a rising global population gathered momentum and served as 

another means to pressure birth control from authorities.
193

 Some argued that as the old 

‗controls‘ of disease, war, and famine were eliminated only the active management of fertility 

could save the planet. ―Man has gained an unnatural control over death and can exist only if he 

resorts to birth control,‖ Reverend Ernest M. Howse of the Bloor St. United Church explained to 

a room full of doctors the Royal York Hotel.
194

 

 Canadian physicians were already discussing birth control long before the Reverend 

broached the topic. Reviews of several texts related to contraception in the CMAJ indicate a 

healthy appetite for birth control.
195

 Medical interest in birth control had grown considerably. An 

advertisement for Dr. Lombard Kelly‘s ―Sex Manual: For Those Married or About to Be,‖ 

supplied by the Georgia Medical Supply company, first appeared in the September 1953 issue 

and resurfaced multiple times throughout the decade. Sold only to physicians, its twenty five 

chapters discussed ―sexual lubricants, use of condoms, first intercourse, frequency, positions, 

clitoris contact, orgasm delay by local anaesthesia, impotence, climacteric [and] birth control.‖ A 

version for Catholic physicians omitted discussion of contraception.
196

 

 An editorial in 1947 discussed birth control from multiple methods. In addition to being a 

means to avoid the passing on of hereditary ailments, it could help ease the burdens of too large 

families and shield mothers from repeated and exhausting pregnancies. Were contraception 
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―used not so much to limit as to space child-bearing, it was wholly good.‖ The journal neither 

advocated for empty homes, nor childless thrill-seekers.
197

 

 Dr. Daniel Cappon lamented the ―medico-legal‖ patchwork that harassed patients who 

presented for a therapeutic abortion or sterilization. He knew that abortion was a hotly contested 

topic,
198

 but asked his fellows to consider women‘s views on the matter – i.e. accessible birth 

control might ―result in diminution or even extinction of criminal abortion.‖
199

  

 Unlike medicine‘s increasing interest during the Second World War, the communist 

interest in birth control continued to tumble. Both the Daily Clarion and the Party had adopted 

the unpopular stance of pacifism – a natural outcome of the secretive Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact 

that forbade aggression between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany signed on 23 August 

1939.
200

 The paper was banned in Parliament on 21 November 1939 for running an anti-war 

editorial that had violated regulation 15 under the war-time Defense of Canada Regulations 

(DoCR).
201

 Moving underground and changing its name, Daily Clarion was reborn as the 

Canadian Tribune on 20 January 1940.
202

 The CPC was shuttered for the remainder of the war; 

its members regrouped under the banner of the Labour Progressive Party (LPP) in August 

1941.
203

 

 With both paper and Party still smarting from the recent bans and hoping to appeal to 

war-minded Canadians, little energy remained for coverage of families and reproduction. More 

Instead discussions were devoted to sustaining the working family on a wartime diet.
204

 A new 
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fixture was the Housewives‘ Corner – previously named the Women‘s Section – which explained 

how to wring the most from an old ration book.
205

 Birth control was mentioned only after the 

hostilities ceased, when Tribune correspondent M. Vincent linked that topic to adultery and 

immorality.
206

 Neither the LPP nor the Canadian Tribune displayed any interest in the discussion 

of birth control during the forties.  

 Nine years would pass before contraception would reappear in the paper. In 1956 

women‘s writer Hazel Wigdor broke the ice with a frank discussion of birth control. She 

remarked that of the six women she knew who had attempted an abortion, five were practicing 

some form of birth control.‖
207

 In another article the following week Wigdor recalled a chat that 

she had with an engaged young woman through her work at Children‘s Aid. The woman‘s doctor 

had denied her a ―fitting‖ (of a diaphragm) on moral grounds, leading Wigdor to ask why sober, 

scientific discussions of reproduction were still ―taboo.‖ The Eastview trial had been twenty 

years ago and Palmer was ―fit to stand by Laura Secord‖ in the annals of Canadian history, yet, 

Wigdor asked, why was its verdict a legal curio in the record?
208

 

 Similar to the Globe, and Star, the communist paper at times reported on how other 

nations dealt with the politics of reproduction. Discussions of birth control had swept the 

People‘s Republic of China since its Communist Revolution. Correspondents Alan and Esther 

Winnington wrote from Peking about attitudes there.
 209

 ―Chemists‘ shops are putting on window 

displays,‖ while some ―British brands of contraceptives are already becoming household words.‖ 

During proceedings of the first National People‘s Congress, controversy erupted when the 
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elderly Shao Li-Tzu asked delegates how women could be considered free ―when they cannot 

even decide about how many children they should have?‖ Western journalists might poke fun at 

Chinese folk remedies to reduce fertility, but these practices nonetheless established China‘s pre-

eminence in fertility limitation.
210

 One problem, the Winningtons reported, was that Chinese 

men, barring individuals like Mr. Li-tzu, did not think that birth control was any business of 

theirs. This attitude fed into a staggering infant mortality rate, where a mother could lose more 

than half of the eight children that she might bear over the course of a decade.
211

  

 The interest in fertility control re-awakened by Hazel Wigdor in 1956 was brief. Nearly 

another decade passed before the communist paper would return to the issue of contraception. 

Communists and the new Contraceptive Convention in the Sixties 

 In the sixties the open discussion of fertility control became an everyday aspect of 

modern life. When rates of venereal disease and illegitimacy rose in the Northwest Territories, its 

health services complained that so many citizens were ignorant about contraception.
212

 The Star 

announced that in trials between 1 September 1964 and 1 April 1965, a Margulies intrauterine 

device (IUD)  proved to be one-hundred percent effective at preventing conception. Drs. Fred L. 

Johnson, F. R. Doerffer, and J. E. A. Tyson explained that the coil found greatest acceptance 

between mothers between the ages of 37 and 42, when the ―family was usually completed and in 

its early teens.‖
213

 The University of Ottawa with Ottawa General Hospital was testing what the 

media dubbed ―anti-birth shots‖ in an ambitious study.
214

 The rapid proliferation and acceptance 

of birth control led some to imagine how the women would control fertility in the future. One 
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popular suggestion was that sub-dermal implantation would render them infertile – but an 

―antidote‖ restore fertility again for a short while.
215

  

 In its advocacy of the right of Canadians to access birth control, the Globe and Mail 

identified several negative factors, including religious interference and fears over teen 

pregnancy. Many Canadians were wary of Catholic interference in the ongoing birth control 

debate.
216

 Indigenous women on Roman Catholic reserves were threatened with 

excommunication and denial of services if they mentioned birth control.
217

 Barbara Cadbury of 

Planned Parenthood Toronto explained that underestimating the reach of Roman Catholicism 

was dangerous; especially as the church could ―prevent non-Catholic doctors from giving birth 

control information to non-Catholic patients in hospitals which receive public funding.‖
218

 The 

co-discoverer of the first oral contraceptive Dr. John Rock regretted ever advocating the rhythm 

method; a Catholic, he argued that with new technologies unwanted pregnancies should be a 

thing of the past.
219

 The apparent rise in teen pregnancy, illegitimacy,
220

 and single 

motherhood
221

 nudged the paper toward contraception.
222

 The paper revealed that in the hippie 

haven of Yorkville, older girls pass their birth control methods along to the 14 and 15 year olds. 

Rates of pregnancy were low, but venereal disease spiked.
223

 Former Dean of the University of 

Saskatchewan school of nursing Dr. Samuel R. Laycock spoke of a ―startling‖ rise in teen 
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pregnancy across the nation. Sex education and available birth control were preferable to public 

agencies having to deal with a ―rising flood of illegitimate babies.‖
224

 

 That unmarried youth might access contraception provoked anxiety in some contexts. 

When it came to light that the director of the University of Toronto‘s health clinic Dr. George 

Wodehouse had supplied unmarried female students with birth control pills, the Metro Police 

Morality Department laid no charges. Inspector William Pilkington indicated that ―no 

prosecution [was] contemplated‖ as he considered Dr. Wodehouse ―a responsible man.‖
225

 Most 

students were not so fortunate. Christabelle Sethna noted that doctors were ―cautious to a fault‖ 

and unwilling to prescribe oral contraceptives to youth.
226

 The resultant student backlash caused 

confusion amongst school physicians and administrators.
227

 This attitude coincides with what 

some have called the ‗new morality‘ that swept the sixties: parents may have viewed sex as 

reserved only for marriage, for their offspring non-marital sex became socially and morally 

accepted.
228

  

 In many cases, privilege and respectability cloaked what was still technically illegal. Dr. 

Jack Lippes of the Buffalo Planned Parenthood Centre and creator of Lippes‘ Loop IUD was 

invited as a guest speaker for Planned Parenthood Toronto. Hosted at Rosedale Church and 

chaired by Reverend Frank Elder, associate secretary of the Board of Christian Education, he 

rubbed elbows with many of the association‘s prestigious and respectable patrons. 

Notwithstanding its legal status, patron Justice Colin Gibson approved of Lippes‘ talk.
229

 In 1966 

provincial Health Minister Dr. Matthew Dymond claimed that he would not be ―condemning or 
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condoning‖ birth control clinics, he nonetheless lauded the municipal health units that 

established them. ―God bless them,‖ Dymond remarked, adding that he was ―not [telling] people 

to go out and break the law.‖
230

 

 By the sixties, as birth control was established as a facet of public health, many doctors 

would have agreed with Dymond. The CMAJ posted glowing reviews of Dr. Alan F. 

Guttmacher‘s The Complete Book of Birth Control (1961)
231

 and J. F. Robinson‘s Family 

Planning (1960).
232

 Dr. C. A. Douglas Ringrose reviewed the history before delving into the 

birth control methods available to Canadians in the sixties.
233

 In light of the ―considerable 

interest‖ of the lay press on the topic, W. F. B. also summarized the current contraceptive 

offerings in an editorial that dealt with dosage, chemical mechanisms, and cost; however, he 

stressed that research was still being undertaken to determine if prolonged use resulted in ―long-

term harmful effects.‖ 
234

 The editorial was likely referring to Enovid, a direct challenge to legal 

authorities with its entry to the Canadian pharmacopeia in 1961.
235

 Enovid was expensive, had 

numerous side-effects, required a prescription, and was inaccessible for rural women but still 

highly sought after for obvious reasons.
236

 Most physicians would prescribe ‗the pill‘ only to 

regulate the menstrual cycle and shied away from discussions of limiting fertility.
237

 It could be 

prescribed only to married women, or mothers who wanted to limit their size of their family.
238
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 The medical world seemed to be reorienting itself to fertility control. In 1963 Drs. J. H. 

Dickinson and G. G. Smith described norethindrone as a practical contraceptive. Patient 

receptivity to this new drug was excellent and side effects appeared to be minimal.
239

 During an 

annual meeting in 1964, the CMA General Council approved striking the use of contraception 

from the Section 150 of the Criminal Code. Great Britain boasted 340 Planned Parenthood 

clinics – why not Canada? The CMA admitted that its doctors were acting illegally when 

discussing contraception with patients, but were in ―no sense acting unethically.‖
240

 Another 

editorial spurred doctors to participate in legal reforms on medical issues: apolitical practitioners 

would have decisions made for them.
241

 President of Planned Parenthood Toronto Dr. Donald J. 

Dodds congratulated the organization for its enlightened view, but lamented how easily 

politicians against contraception could block changes to the current laws in the House of 

Commons.
242

 Pushing back against a common misconception, Dr. Gordon W. Perkin pointed out 

that birth control was not abortion – it prevented conception in the first place.
243

 In the final days 

before the passage of Trudeau‘s Omnibus bill, more concern was directed to the new law‘s effect 

on abortion,
244

 rather than birth control.
245

 For medicine, public policy was now aligning with 

what had been a private practice for some time. 

 When the Communist Tribune discussed contraception and birth control in the sixties, it 

did so in such a way as to promote safe and responsible youth sexuality. In an article discussing 

family life and reproduction in Canada, veteran staffer Bert Whyte was troubled by the concept 

of youth celibacy. In 1964, he criticized a recent announcement from the Salvation Army that 
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urged for the formation of groups ―in communities and colleges‖ to prevent non-marital sex and 

―the open sale of contraceptives.‖ To him, such ―obsolete beliefs [are] the exception rather than 

the rule.‖
246

 

 Two years later, general editor John Boyd articulated the paper‘s stance on birth control 

and fertility limitation. Communists could agree on issues like world peace, or economic 

exploitation, but disagreements arose on questions of personal morality such as ―love, sex, [and] 

marriage.‖ He appreciated the diverse and unique manner in which all future struggles will be 

conducted, owing to the ―revolutionary‖ potential unleashed by recent technologies of oral 

contraceptives, or ―the Pill.‖ Boyd (and thus, the Tribune itself) came out in full support of birth 

control on 4 July 1966. With control of their fertility, women were more equal footing with men. 

He remarked that all women – not necessarily mothers – could enjoy their sexuality as never 

before. Now that unwanted pregnancy could be avoided, opposition to ―pre-marital sex will have 

to be argued against on other moral grounds.‖
247

  

 Those ―other grounds‖ were quickly located by several radical readers. Mrs. L. M. 

described herself as a life-long labour advocate and supporter of the Tribune, but she disagreed 

with the paper‘s recent turn. What could she say to her 17 year-old daughter, who had read that 

―single girls should be allowed to take birth control pills‖? She also objected to an article by Stan 

Lynn that detailed the changing sexual mores governing youth. How could he suggest that the 

risk of pregnancy was eliminated by modern medicine? L.M. fretted that the militant left was 

―being swallowed up in a sea of moral corruption.‖
248

 Stan Lynn‘s offending article had 

appeared in the Tribune on 13 June 1966, discussing the shift in how younger generations 

approached adult issues. The ―kids‖ were those who were organizing high-school and university 
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walkouts and freely exploring their sexuality. Already, they have ―learned more about science 

and life‖ than the previous generation. Redefined for the era, the traditional concept of sin had 

been modernized into secular framework divorced from the sexual act.
249

 For traditionalist 

radicals like Mrs. L. M., his words were unacceptable. 

 Barring this lonely criticism, the Tribune editorials in favour of birth control received 

warm welcome. S.M. of Toronto, Ontario congratulated the paper for its refreshing, progressive 

stance toward sexuality. Parents should be proud that youngsters were struggling against phony 

moralism and judgment for a ―freer, healthier, and more honest code of sex life and moral 

behaviour than we‘ve ever seen.‖
250

 B. B. of Toronto also complimented Boyd and the Tribune 

on the sensible, modern views, while criticizing those like L. M.:  ―old concepts about morality‖ 

would scare youth away from the communist movement.
251

  Far from a moral issue, birth control 

was common sense to T. Small of Ottawa; unlike the capitalist nations, the U.S.S.R. with its 

liberal use of contraception would not experience a ―population glut for at least another 

century.‖
252

  

Ahead of the opening of Parliament in September 1968, the Tribune was conflicted. 

While it backed proposed amendments to the laws on ―homosexuality, abortion, and divorce,‖ 

the Communist paper predicted that the housing crisis, economic security, or the continued sale 

of Canadian arms to foreign powers were off the table. It sided with New Democrat House leader 

David Lewis, who lamented that the ―government was unable to use the summer more 

imaginatively.‖
253

 Scant mention of Trudeau‘s Omnibus bills appeared after this point, and 

nothing more was to be said on the RCSW. This silence suggests that the left organization was 
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unable or unwilling to recognize the shifting political world around it—possibly because it found 

itself in agreement with the mainstream.
254

  

 The tenor of the Tribune had changed considerably in the wake of Trudeau‘s bill C-150. 

Writer Nelson Clarke ridiculed the progress of Trudeau‘s ‗Just Society.‘ In his page-long article, 

he devoted a few sentences to the changes to the Criminal Code, but only to recognize that 

divorce had ―been inched into the 20
th

 century.‖
255

 In a similar turn of events, the paper criticized 

the student movement that was sweeping campuses across the nation. ―Petty bourgeois 

radicalism‖ was an opportunistic hindrance to goals of communism.
256

 Perhaps most telling of 

the Party‘s opposition to the matter was that the party was aging: during the 20
th

 convention of 

the CPC, the average age of delegates approached fifty. The paper did not discuss the recent 

changes to the Canadian Criminal Code, and ignored the many political groups, individuals, and 

actors that were responsible for them.
257

 The results of the Royal Commission were ignored. But 

the Tribune reported that East German mothers were awarded one-thousand marks for every 

child beyond their fourth,
258

 or around $250 USD in 1969.
259

 

 On fertility control in the late sixties, it was obvious that the torch was passed from the 

CPC to the younger activist groups that began to mushroom across the country with few or no 

ties to communism. One example of this generational sea change was the Birth Control 

Handbook. Empowered, left-leaning, and feminist, this revolutionary text was a sore point with 

many authorities, but was welcomed by ―family planning clinics, hospitals, [and] government 
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agencies.‖
260

 Lauded for its factual accuracy and plain language, it was the ultimate expression 

of late sixties activism and women‘s liberation.
261

 The product of the McGill students in 1967, its 

authors Donna Cherniak and Allan Feingold consulted regularly with Drs. Thomas Primrose and 

Robert Kinch, both gynecologists at Montreal hospitals. In addition covering various birth 

control methods, they also discussed abortion, reproductive anatomy, and empowering politics 

that firmly linked it to the left.
262

 ―Effective contraception [is] important in the redefinition of 

women,‖ the introduction boldly stated. ―Woman‘s sexuality must no longer be considered 

secondary to man‘s.‖
263

 By the early seventies, nearly two million copies had been sold, but 

individual copies were often shared by dozens of readers.
264

  

Conclusion 

 Unable to incorporate Canada‘s new directions on contraception, the student movement, 

feminism, the new left, or women‘s liberation,
265

 the red press sounded a full retreat on the 

matter of birth control. Although the CPC initially held doctrinal reasons to oppose birth control, 

it nonetheless embraced a chorus of positions on contraception within the pages of its 

publications. Some, like the Director of the Women‘s Department and editor of the Woman 

Worker, Florence Custance, desired contraception to ease the contradictions of capitalism, while 

the general editor of the Canadian Tribune John Boyd expected birth control to put women on 

equal footing with men. There was even brief support for the idea that sex could be used purely 

for women‘s pleasure, divorced from the responsibility of fertility and marriage.
266

 What linked 
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their editorial advocacy across both time and culture was the recognition that the working class 

would need to exploit birth control to merely survive in a capitalist world. Communist goals at 

times appeared similar to their mainstream counterparts, but the CPC always viewed fertility 

control through the prism of a historical materialist lens that would further its political ends. 

 Illegality added to the unreliability of early attempts at disseminating contraception. 

While public and legal opinion had shifted, even decriminalized birth control was of little benefit 

to the woman who could not afford it. Those in remote or rural areas were likewise out of luck. 

Birth control was not infallible – despite their best attempts, a slim percentage of women did 

become pregnant. Canadian women were often faced with the realities of an unwanted pregnancy 

and many turned to abortion, the subject of the next chapter. 
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  Chapter Three: Abortion 

 

Introduction 

 A sea change in Canadians‘ thoughts on abortion and fertility control occurred parallel to, 

but separate from the sexual revolution sweeping society in the sixties. Both the Canadian 

mainstream and the left were interested in changing the Criminal Code. Due in part to the 

increasingly vocal demands from various pressure groups, the state ceded, at least partially to 

these demands, by means of Trudeau‘s omnibus bill of 1969.
1
 The law was amended to reflect a 

new consensus that Canadian women were legally allowed to procure abortions to end unwanted 

pregnancies.  

 Scholars have charted the Canadian experience with abortion. In her examination of the 

abortion trial of Dr. Emily Stowe, Constance Backhouse relates that the financial and 

professional threat to doctors posed by women abortionists combined with the fear that abortions 

were harming the birth rate. Left unchecked, late-Victorians believed that the best stock of 

Canadian was being lost.
2
 Angus and Arlene McLaren broke ground with their seminal work, 

The Bedroom and the State (1986). They demonstrate the uneven struggle between civic, legal, 

and moral authorities against the public‘s desire to control its fertility.
3
 Beginning in the late 

fifties and early sixties, some left Canada to end unwanted pregnancies in countries that 

permitted abortion. Christabelle Sethna has termed these multiple, transnational strategies 

―abortion tourism.‖
4
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 Within the historiography of abortion in Canada, significant work has been done on 

activist,
5
 feminist,

6
 legislative,

7
 and medical struggles.

8
 The relationships to abortion of 

medicine,
9
 the security state,

 10
 and women‘s reproducibility

11
 have also been documented, as 

have the hurdles faced by providers.
12

 Geography played a significant role. Locations like British 

Columbia,
13

 for example, experienced abortion in a manner quite different than that of 

Montreal.
14

 Transnational abortion strategies have been uncovered.
15

 Historians have 

investigated the perspectives of students,
16

 women‘s liberation
17

 and leftist groups.
18

 

 Few texts poll the radical left for its views. Joan Sangster reveals that red wives rejected 

the neo-Malthusian arguments that linked poverty to population. Director of the Communist 

Party of Canada‘s (CPC) Women‘s Department Florence Custance maintained that fewer births 
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would not solve working people‘s woes. Communists stressed the class and health benefits of 

abortion rather than viewing it as an inalienable feminine right. The opinions of those women 

who intentionally sought out risk-free sex, such as the anarchist Emma Goldman, were 

―resolutely rejected‖ by doctrinaire communists.
19

 In their study of the contraceptive habits of 

Canada, the McLarens note that Canadians on the far left were amongst the first to discuss 

abortion.
20

 When investigating the country‘s first national abortion protest in 1970, Shannon 

Stettner found socialists, radicals, and feminists, but only a single communist participant.
21

 

Building on these precedents, this chapter first examines the Communist opinion on abortion and 

contrasts it against those of mainstream actors; and second, it evaluates how the wider debates 

over abortion figured into the CPC‘s historical-materialist worldview and their stance on 

women‘s participation in their movement. 

Abortion in Canada 

 The 1892 Criminal Code, section 179 (c) made it an indictable offense to ―sell, advertise, 

publish and advertisement of or have for sale or disposal any medicine, drug or article intended 

or represented as a means of preventing conception or causing abortion.‖ The penalty was two 

years‘ imprisonment.
22

 Those who attempted to terminate a pregnancy (even if the woman was 

not actually pregnant) could face life in prison. Women who self-aborted or suffered a loss due 

to miscarriage could be sentenced to seven years.
23

 Provision 2 of section 209 of the Code 

allowed for a physician to perform an abortion if a woman‘s life was endangered; however, this 
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condition was ambiguous, used sparingly, and open to the personal interpretation of the courts.
24

 

These provisions were largely supported in medicine, society, and law.
25

  

 In an era when birth control information was considered criminal, many resorted to 

emmenagogue drugs or risky abortions to eliminate unwanted pregnancies. Swiss physician and 

graduate of Eclectic Medical College was Dr. Mary Ries Melendy. In her handbook on domestic 

education, she recommended a concoction of belladonna, helonine, and nux vomica (strychnine) 

to ―correct the irregularity‖ of lost menses.
26

 Lydia E. Pinkham‘s Vegetable Compound was 

advertised regularly in many common publications. It contained a wide array of substances long 

relied upon by women to restore menstrual irregularities, ensuring its popularity and financial 

success.
27 

Touted for all manner of troubles including the ‗return‘ of menses,
28

 it was later shown 

to contain a bracing 40 proof alcohol.
29

 The psychic benefits of pseudo-medical tonics should not 

be understated.
30

 Historian of pharmacology Dr. John Riddle maintained that the tonics were 

after all ―effective enough to maintain women‘s confidence‖ into the present day. 
31

  

 Traditional folk remedies like castor oil or laxatives were ineffective for inducing 

abortion. Many opted for the mechanical means of inserting objects into their uteri: knitting 

needles, pens, slippery elm bark, or irritants such as potassium permanganate and carbolic soap. 

Acquisition of these items would not have been difficult for working women. Others injured 

their bellies or hurled themselves down stairs, or they resorted to stinging hot mustard baths, or 
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drinking large amounts of alcohol.
32

 Quinine was believed to be effective, but later research has 

indicated that it was ineffective as an abortifacient and could lead to renal failure.
33

 Low success 

rates meant that the efforts would be repeated over a short time, and some pregnancies were 

terminated by the sheer stress and trauma visited upon the body. Attempts to regulate fertility 

were not done lightly: a study undertaken during the Depression revealed that approximately one 

in five maternal deaths were due to abortion.
34

 

 Around 1900 many newspapers advertised patent medicines and tonics as contraceptives, 

and abortifiacents. Appearing in the Halifax Herald was the ―great Uterine Tonic,‖ a cotton-root 

compound sold by the Cook Medicine Company in Toronto. It was available in all drug stores, 

suggesting that authorities were either unaware of or unconcerned by its claims. Promising to 

restore menstruation, it was expensive at five dollars per box,
35

 an amount that represented just 

over half the weekly wages of an average office clerk,
36

 and one-fifth of what an average 

industrial labourer earned in Toronto.
37

 Dr. Tolman‘s Monthly Regulator was another product 

that claimed to return happiness to women ―without fail.‖ The doctor would discreetly reply if 

clients wrote directly to his clinic in Boston and included a modest retainer.
38

 Some physicians 

were bold in their claims: a Dr. Sheppard of 393 Jarvis St., Toronto, boasted expertise in 

syphilis, gonorrhoea, ―female troubles,‖ and midwifery. His offer of ―easy confinement‖ might 
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have implied a quiet place to recuperate post-abortion.
39

 The advertisement included a telephone 

number, but fewer than 2% of Canadians had regular access to a telephone; such luxuries tended 

to fall to the wealthy.
40

 The conservative Toronto Evening Telegram advertised the services of 

Dr. De Voss, who could cure ―suppressed menstruation‖ regardless of its cause. His ad stressed 

that a female attendant was on call at his office at 210 Queen St. E., Toronto.
41

 The CPC shied 

away from such advertising, its appearance in mainstream periodicals suggests that authorities 

and editors tolerated the extralegal regulation of fertility, or were unwilling to impede a grey-

market trade. 

 When women turned to para-medical abortionists, they often placed themselves in grave 

danger. With little legal recourse, they could be injured, coerced into unwanted sexual relations, 

assaulted, or robbed by unscrupulous practitioners as additional ―payment‖ for services. Prices 

varied between time and location, subject to the whims of the abortionist.
42

 

 By the postwar period, some began to question the state‘s refusal to permit abortion. 

Notwithstanding their demands, the old law remained.
43

 In his private member‘s bill to 

decriminalize birth control and abortion, lawyer Ian Wahn MP (Liberal, St. Paul) reported that 

more than 100,000 Canadian women attempted illegal abortions each year.
44

 Most did so without 

the aid of a trained physician. 

 Finally in 1967, Justice Minister Pierre Trudeau introduced amendments to the Criminal 

Code that specifically addressed the law on abortion, famously stating that ―the state has no place 

in the bedrooms of the nation.‖ These changes passed in late spring of 1969 as part of Bill C-150, 
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famously known as the Omnibus Bill, after Trudeau took office as Prime Minister.
45

 Abortion 

remained illegal except when approved by a hospital Therapeutic Abortion Committee (TAC). 

Scholars have noted that this shift merely downloaded what used to be a federal burden onto the 

provinces and ―replaced control after the fact for medical control before the fact.‖
46

 In the 1970s 

and 1980s Dr. Henry Morgentaler performed thousands of illegal abortions for women who were 

turned down by a TAC system. Brought to trial three times for his actions, French Canadian 

juries acquitted him each time as few individuals supported the law.
47

 His disregard for what he 

called an unfair law came to a head in January of 1988, when section 251 of the Criminal Code 

was debated by the Supreme Court of Canada. Rather than amending the unpopular law, the 

Supreme Court chose to strike down the entire section as unconstitutional. To this day Canada 

does not have any specific laws regarding abortion.
48

 

Silence and a Sensational Trial: Abortion in the Twenties 

 Abortion was a rare topic in most newspapers. One of the earliest reports appeared in the 

Toronto Daily Star , which covered the 1907 trial of a druggist who had helped his sister-in-law 

to abort, only to have her perish. He eventually pled guilty and entered into an arrangement with 

the Crown in lieu of sentencing. Noting that it was ―said to be prevalent,‖ Chief Justice 

Falconbridge informed the jury that it was a ―most abominable practice, and those who are 

abetting it ought to consider their‖ active role in ―race suicide.‖
49

 In the early twenties coverage 

of Louise Leslie made front-page news. Avoiding a conviction for murder, she was found guilty 
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of manslaughter for preforming a fatal abortion on seventeen year-old Eileen Lyons. For relying 

upon ―criminal abortion as a lucrative trade,‖ Justice Riddell sentenced her to twelve years at 

Kingston Penitentiary to serve as a ―[warning] to others.‖
50

 

 The country was forced to reconcile the sad consequences of illegal abortion in 1927 

when the death of a young woman made national headlines. Twenty-three year-old Ruth 

Dembner had died of acute peritonitis in the Muskoka Hospital for Consumptives in early 

February of that year. Admitted only the night prior to her death, her lover was a young and 

wealthy socialite, Barlett J. Brooks. He was tried for manslaughter and for procuring an abortion 

from Dr. Oswald C. J. Withrow.
51

 The arrest of Dr. O. J. C. Withrow for the death of Miss Ruth 

Dembner made front-page headlines in the 1927 Globe. A media frenzy swept the city‘s papers 

when it was revealed that she had died of acute general peritonitis after Withrow had attempted 

an ―illegal operation.‖
52

 Initially both men were acquitted, but during a retrial Withrow was 

found guilty of performing an abortion on Dembner and sentenced to seven years in Kingston 

penitentiary.
53

 Presiding Justice Logie did ―not believe for one minute that she seduced you,‖ he 

chided Brooks, and labelled as cowardice the lad‘s attempt to shift the blame on Dembner.
 54

  

The crown tried three more times to convict Brooks, but he walked away a free man.
55

 Abortion 

was viewed by society as a tragedy involving villains, personal moral failures, and young 
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innocent women. Most coverage tended to focus on just punishment being meted out to the 

wrong-doers.  

 Medicine tended to be more clinical, observing women who aborted as patients needing 

diagnosis and treatment, rather than criminals for imprisonment. When Drs. H. M. Little and 

Eleanor Percival discussed abortion in 1927, their potential treatments applied to both 

―spontaneous [and] induced‖ cases.
56

 Dr. H. C. Burgess of Montreal recommended treatment 

rather than judgement. Included at the end of his short article was a flowchart to help determine 

both the stage of pregnancy and what measures should be taken.
57

 In 1929 Dr. J. O. Polak 

explained the important role that adequate antenatal care played in saving women‘s lives. Even 

to those women who had undergone an illegal abortion, the article calculated that four in five 

would fare much better with medical attention than not. Dr. Polak considered appropriate care to 

be more important than the skill of the attending surgeon.
58

  

 Others were less accepting of abortion. More than half of Dr. O. A. Cannon‘s discussion 

on septic abortion detailed many punitive measures that society could undertake to discourage 

women inducing abortion. He cautioned against sympathy for a woman with an unwanted 

pregnancy, as she would merely use the doctor‘s words to ―salve her conscience.‖ Awareness 

that the physician would refuse assistance would ―in most cases put the idea out of her head.‖
59

  

 Communists approached the topic more pragmatically than moralizers like Dr. Cannon. 

Knowing that women sought abortions regardless of their legality, Soviet officials opted for a 

legal regime of regulation to protect them from back-alley charlatans and the harm of traditional 
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remedies.
60

 The fact that the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) was the first 

country to legalize abortion in the 1920s may have inspired radical onlookers elsewhere. Given 

the early Soviet recognition of abortion, it is curious that Canadian communists failed to follow 

this lead. To engage in what was considered a single-issue social reform, i.e. abortion as a means 

of ameliorating women‘s condition, would undermine their insistence upon a class-based 

solution to the problems at hand. The twenties were a time of political isolation for the CPC – 

there was to be no engagement with matters outside of its ideological worldview.
61

  

 Florence Custance approached abortion with caution early in the print run of the Worker. 

Her 1923 article ―Position of Woman Under Capitalist Rule‖ recognized that economic 

uncertainty was the main cause of unwanted pregnancy. She criticized the law that criminalized 

women who were too poor to afford children. Custance was sympathetic to the abortionists who 

offered relief to beleaguered women and were forced to navigate a ―spy system‖ designed to 

entrap them. But sex reform remained a ―minor question‖ compared to the urgency of the class 

struggle.
62

 The championing of the class struggle above all else was commonplace amongst 

communists. Yet many socialist women knew that without a progressive stance toward 

contraception ―sexual freedom [was] for men only.‖
63

 

 While Dr. Oswald C. J. Withrow‘s legal woes for preforming an abortion were not 

mentioned by the paper, the Worker‘s in-house editor on matters related to sexuality weighed in. 

During the doctor‘s sentencing, ―P.M.‖ noted, the presiding magistrate appeared to be upset 

more by the doctor‘s capture than by his actual breaking of the law. The paper pilloried the 
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ridiculousness of the Criminal Code that could, in theory, imprison women who spontaneously 

miscarried, or kind-hearted physicians who sought to aid the desperate. While some 

unscrupulous individuals might abuse the practice for personal profit, to focus only on 

wrongdoers was to miss the point. P.M. clarified that communists favoured fewer abortions – the 

procedure would disappear under a modern and scientific regime of birth control.
64

 The Woman 

Worker delved into abortion only twice; the first was a veiled mention of ―illegal operations‖ in a 

letter from ―a member of the Toronto League,‖ possibly Withrow‘s Birth Control League;
65

 the 

second was a brief reference to the legal enshrinement of abortion in the Soviet.
66

 

 Following Withrow‘s imprisonment, the Working Woman jeered at the hypocrisy 

inherent to discussions of abortion – there was simply no such thing as a wealthy ―wayward 

girl.‖ Should some a daughter of wealth happen ―to do an act similar to that of some of the 

daughters of the poor,‖ she was sent away to deal with her issues safely, in private; poor women 

stuck in similar situations became social pariahs.
67

 ―Wealth ... covers a multitude of sin,‖ the 

author fumed. The untimely passing of Florence Custance, the force behind the Party‘s interest in 

reproductive topics, may explain why it took the communist press nearly a decade to revisit 

abortion. 

Pruning the Population in the Thirties 

 During the Depression, the prevalence of abortion was an open secret. With the exception 

of the 1927 Dembner trial, the Globe did not discuss abortion prior to the forties. The Star was 

more forthcoming as it occasionally relayed statistics from the chief coroner‘s office. Abortion 

                                                 
64

 ―Section of Criminal Code Defining Abortion as Criminal Is Barbarous Survival,‖ TW, 4 June 1927, 1, 3. 
65

 Member of the Toronto League, ―Birth Control and Working Women,‖ WW, January 1928, 7-9 
66

 ―As Mr. Calverton Sees New Russia‘s Morals,‖ WW, November 1927, 7-8. 
67

 A. I. ―How Well-to-do Women Would Reform Wayward Girls,‖ WW, March 1927, 12-3. 



76 

 

deaths were few, but identified as such.
68

 The names of abortionists appeared as well. Mrs. Leola 

Porter and Mrs. Jean Watson were committed to trial for their role in the death of Margaret 

Gardener. The mother of three died of complications following an illegal abortion. Her husband 

Frank was awaiting trial for procuring it.
69

 

 The paper reported on an abortion ring uncovered in London, Ontario in 1937. The 

―pretty 37 year-old school teacher,‖ Mary Wilkinson, was found in the Thames, but investigators 

revealed that she had died of ―an illegal operation,‖ having withdrawn $125 from her bank 

account three days earlier. Crown Attorney Norman F. Newton assured reporters that a ―vicious 

abortion ring‖ had been discovered, and arrests would follow.
70

 Newton was later alerted to 

Victoria Hospital staff doctors bending the rules to ensure a steady supply of cadavers. 

Superintendent Dr. L. C. Fallis and others who felt themselves ―above the law,‖ were accused of 

misreporting deaths for the benefit of their medical students.
71

 

 ―Maternal deaths will never be lowered in Canada,‖ the Reverend C. E. Silcox explained, 

―until we abolish the ostrich pose adopted in regard to deaths due to abortion.‖ A witness during 

the Eastview Birth Control Trial, he knew that those who gambled with illegal abortion could 

lose their lives. Accessible fertility controls would help to ―maintain and extend an adequate 

standard of living.‖
72

 

 As it had done in the 1920s, the medical establishment continued to approach abortion 

from a clinical perspective. A fellow in Obstetrics and Gynaecology at the University of Toronto, 

W. A. Dafoe acknowledged the increase in botched abortions at Toronto General Hospital. The 

article explained the unintentional poisoning that could result from substances taken by abortion-
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seekers: ―quinine, castor oil, ergot, tinct. cantharidis, guaiacum, salts, lead pills, and the patent 

preparations such as pennyroyal and Beecham‘s pills.‖ Some women died from taking mercury. 

Douches of ―lysol, potassium permanganate, vinegar, mustard, carbolic acid and mercury 

bichloride‖ were common and resulted in severe ulceration and burns. Trauma resulted from 

self-induced abortion with ―the passage of slippery elm, catheters, knitting needles, crochet 

hooks and douche nozzles.‖  Tables indicated that between 1926 and 1928, Toronto General 

Hospital contended with the results of nearly three hundred abortions.
73

 

 An obstetrician to St. Thomas‘s Hospital, the English doctor,  J. P. Hedley‘s words 

appeared in the October 1930 journal. He advised any physician with patients who had attempted 

to abort, that it was   

his duty to save the woman as far as possible from danger, but if he suspects or 

has reason to know that abortion has been procured by any means, he should 

certainly call in another doctor in consultation. If this is not done and the patient 

dies there may be no evidence whatever except his word to disprove an accusation 

against him of illegal practice, whereas the support of another doctor may help to 

save him from disagreeable suspicion.
74

  
 

Should the patient live, there was ―no need for him to make a statement to the police.‖ In the 

case of a death, his duty was to speak to the coroner directly. Under no circumstances should he 

sign the death certificate.
 75

 Hedley had no desire to see a fellow doctor sentenced to a life behind 

bars – a potential outcome of the Criminal Code‘s stance on abortion
76

 – for innocently 

attempting to fulfill the Hippocratic oath. Abortion was a ―major contributing factor to maternal 

mortality‖ and it was responsible for nearly 15% of maternal deaths in Canada in the early 

thirties.
77

 When a police officer lamented that physicians should turn in those they treated for 
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―criminal abortion,‖ the CMAJ reminded doctors that their role was to ―save life and heal the 

patient, not to terrify or harass her with cross-examination.‖
78

  

 Canadian doctors willing to treat patients who had undergone abortion may have been 

heartened by news from overseas. The British Lord Justice McCardie argued that the law on 

abortion needed to be changed. The current legislation failed to consider the many good families 

who had fallen on hard times and were unable to care for additional children. The law needed to 

be amended to make sense for modern society, rather than ―the medieval world of a century 

ago.‖
79

 Many Canadian doctors were torn between the ―possible ill-effects‖ of abortion and the 

―probable consequences‖ of inaction.
80

 British physician Alec Bourne was arrested for 

performing an abortion on a 14 year-old girl who had been sexually assaulted by five off-duty 

officers in the Royal Horse Guards in London. After she turned away by a local hospital, he took 

pity and agreed perform an abortion.
81

 Bourne argued that he had tried to save the would-be 

mother undue hardship, relying on the Infant Life (Preservation) Act of 1929.
82

 The courts 

agreed with his defense that he had prevented conditions that would ―destroy so much of her life 

that it would hardly be worth living.‖
83

 In Britain, abortion could now be considered a ―medical 

necessity‖ for a woman‘s wellbeing, an event that held implications for Canadian law in the 

coming decades.
84

   

 During the Popular Front period (1935-1939) the Party approached abortion in a way that 

reflected mainstream Canada‘s growing interest in fertility control. Couched in a scientific 

discussion on working people‘s health, ―the Doctor‖ lauded Russian efforts to allow women the 
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right to control their fertility through state medicine. Soviet ―[women] have [this] fundamental 

right,‖
 
he wrote, although the procedure was withheld from women who had not given birth to at 

least one child. Socialism had made women ―politically, economically,‖ and ―sexually free.‖ The 

Doctor jabbed at Canada, where ―well-to-do, lazy, rotund, bridge-playing, coupon-clipping 

matrons [could] buy their operations.‖ In contrast, working-class families were burdened with 

unplanned and potentially unwanted children, only to face ―long-term imprisonment by the law 

and hell-fire by the church.‖
85

 

 Canadians were warming to the issue of abortion just as the Soviet authorities began to 

retreat on the topic. The 1936 Soviet Constitution, known as the Stalin Constitution came into 

effect on 5 December 1936. Among other things, it recognized universal direct suffrage, the 

rights to work, health, education, and old age care.
86

  Abortion was recriminalized under 

legislation, entitled ―Decree on the Prohibition of Abortions, the Improvement of Material Aid to 

Women in Childbirth, the Establishment of State Assistance to Parents of Large Families, and 

the Extension of the Network of Lying-in Homes, Nursery schools and Kindergartens, the 

Tightening-up of Criminal Punishment for the Non-payment of Alimony, and on Certain 

Modifications in Divorce Legislation.‖ This new law was designed to boost the population and 

emphasize bringing ―the family unit to communism.‖
87

  

 The recriminalization of abortion via Stalin‘s decree crushed the reforming spirit of 

communists.  One zealous abortion campaigner, Dr. Martha Ruben-Wolf was particularly hard 

hit by the removal of abortion on demand. Her former advocacy for abortion and women‘s 

politics were politically untenable – and dangerous – under Stalin‘s new regime. She was so 
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defeated that she took her own life a few years after the new law was passed.
88

 Many who had 

welcomed the sexually progressive policies of the revolutionary 1920s felt betrayed.
89

 Frances 

Lee Bernstein commented that the new regressive policies surrounding abortion ensured that 

Russians would dearly ―pay for their moment of pleasure.‖
90

 With the many political purges, 

famines, and general unrest, reproductive heterosexuality was a public resource to be managed 

and leveraged for the benefit of the Soviet state.
91

 Sheila Fitzpatrick notes that the ―great retreat‖ 

from revolutionary values like abortion and accessible divorce to the ―pro-family and pro-

natalist‖ stance of the Stalin Constitution was spurred by official alarm at the ―failure of Soviet 

population figures to show the robust growth expected under socialism.‖
92

 

 The Eastview Birth Control Trial of 1936-37 drew much attention to abortion. In its 

midst, staff writer Anne Rivington accepted the unenviable and convoluted task of explaining 

how the new Soviet law that prohibited abortion actually meant greater reproductive freedom for 

women. In order to showcase CPC‘s democratic qualities, Rivington cited letters from aggrieved 

Soviet women--a series of vitriolic criticisms against the unexpected shift in policy. Some 

claimed that the Soviets merely wished to manipulate women into creating more cannon fodder; 

others lamented that Russian women would revert to the ―breeding machines‖ that they had been 

under Tsarist rule. One critic questioned the logic of ―forcing‖ mothers to raise unwanted 

children. Another indicated that Soviet health officials had recently proclaimed abortion to be 

safe. Had they been deliberately misleading women then, or were they betraying them now? 

Rivington invited a staunch Russian ally, ―Sonia,‖ to clear the air and help ease women‘s fears, 
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but this doctrinal intervention was comically weak. As all women ―naturally‖ desired children, 

Sonia argued, the Soviets had simply done away with abortion. Besides, the socialist state could 

now provide for the many children that women would be forced to have. Moreover, this law 

would curb the promiscuity of ―irresponsibly‖ misguided Soviet men dallying with girls who 

―did not know how to take care of themselves.‖ Insisting that these restrictions were a profound 

win for democracy, ―Sonia‖ failed to see hypocrisy or cruelty in a policy that rendered the 

victims of ―irresponsibly‖ promiscuous men ineligible for abortion. Meanwhile her ally, 

Rivington, was silent on the matter.
93

  

 The rank and file in Canada were upset with the Russian Party line. Read another way, 

however, this ostensible ―defence‖ of the 1936 Stalinist constitution may have been an exercise 

in nonofficial disobedience. Clarion readers may have found the letters, to which ―Sonia‖ was 

responding, more persuasive than her anaemic explanations. Was her screed intended as irony? If 

so, the CPC emerges as an organization open, in this instance, to socialist feminist critiques of 

Soviet Russia. If not, at least it unmasks conflict within the CPC response to Stalinist decrees. 

  Two years after Palmer‘s trial, a letter to the editor of the Daily Clarion complained that 

abortion was still illegal. Without mentioning the trial (or the paper‘s erstwhile support of it), 

Mrs. John Collin of Toronto provided a respectable, middle-class endorsement of abortion. It 

could ―save‖ many young women and their families from ―the sad consequences of youthful 

folly.‖ In addition, married women would have more control over their reproduction. Legal 

abortion would also prevent ―unwanted children‖ from entering a world of ―little happiness.‖ It 

could finally pass from the ―hands of quack doctors‖ to those of ―capable, well-qualified 

doctors.‖
94
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 This last qualifier was important, as due to their relative poverty the working-classes 

were far more likely to deal with charlatans, pretenders, and other pseudo-medical providers. 

Both the Worker and the later Daily Clarion warned readers of the predation of ―quack 

medicine.‖
95

 Whether fiction or fact, medical services consumed meagre earnings during the 

hungry Depression. The Royal Commission on Dominion-Provincial Relations, for example, 

found that the average household annual earnings in Ontario tumbled 44% from $549 in 1928 to 

$310 by 1933.
96

 It was a far cry from the ―minimum subsistence level‖ of $1400 that working 

households often failed to reach one decade prior.
97

 

The Changing Debate of Abortion in the Forties and Fifties 

 The advent of the Second World War took the mainstream press by storm. Abortion was 

ignored until a link between poor infant health outcomes was made with German measles. The 

Star reported that Dr. Murray H. Bass of New York explained how ―defective children‖ had been 

born to mothers who had caught the illness during the first few weeks of pregnancy; in these 

cases ―induced abortion might be justified,‖ although such a practice in Canada would invite 

―grave objection on legal, religious, and other grounds.‖
98

  

 After the war public perceptions of abortionists began to change. The Star continued to 

paint them as shadowy operators, but abandoned sensationalist gloss.
99

 When a jury declared Dr. 

Henalee E. Tann not guilty in the manslaughter-by-abortion death of a 29 year old unmarried 
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woman, the fact was reported without detail or editorializing.
100

 Continuing lurid coverage, the 

Globe and Mail reported the abortion death of the 28 year old Jane Murdock Gordon – with 

scandalous details on her love triangle with husband and lover.
101

 Globe columnist J. V. McAree 

claimed that abortionists operated on dozens of women each day and each year more than ―ten-

thousand‖ women died attempting abortion. Worse still, many abortionists blackmailed women 

after the fact. Dr. Leopold Brandenburg of New York was purported to have earned half a 

million dollars from his clients in a single year. McAree failed to ask why so many women 

would risk the dangerous procedure.
102

 

 Toward the end of the fifties, cracks began to appear in the public stance on abortion 

itself. Dr. Daniel Cappon of the York Township Child Guidance Clinic revealed that increasingly 

when ―alcoholism, mental illness, and financial difficulty‖ were given as reasons to abort, 

Canadians were more understanding. Because alcoholism or mental illness hampered the practice 

of birth control, he opined that society should re-examine its views on abortion.
103

 The decision 

of ―Communist-Hungary‖ to decriminalize abortion undertaken in a state medical institution was 

met with little fanfare.
 104

 

 Physicians continued to view abortion as a debate internal to medicine, despite its 

illegality and the general distaste it provoked. In discussing the ethics, Dr. James B. McClinton 

remarked that the ―abortionist stains the canvas of medicine.‖ It may be permitted to certain 

classes of society, such as the ―idiot,‖ the blind, and the insane to avoid passing their maladies on 

to another generation. He insisted that ―no doctor should perform a therapeutic abortion without 

three consultations with written copies in each office and in the hospital.‖ Any operation 
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undertaken by a doctor, then, was greatly distanced from the actions of the ―criminal 

[abortionist].‖
105

 Dr. W. G. Crosbie wrote that postwar instability was one reason why so many 

women were turning to abortion. He advocated educating the public about ―criminal abortion,‖ 

suggesting that the procedure might be acceptable only when undertaken by a trained 

physician.
106

 Dr. M. M. Davis of Halifax appeared in the 1952 CMAJ to discuss two common 

models of treatment post-abortion. His study revealed that three in four women undergoing the 

procedure were married.
107

  

 Dr. D. E. Zarfas explained that in Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Japan and Russia, ―social 

and economic conditions are considered as factors upon which abortion is legally sanctioned.‖ 

The refusal of Canadian law to recognize the psychological factors drove women into the hands 

of the criminal element. He urged his fellows to discuss the procedure, as the laws barring 

psychological reasons for abortion could change and they would be called upon.
108

 

  The law shadowed nearly all medical discussions on abortion. A reviewer recommended 

Simpson‘s Forensic Medicine (1947) to general practitioners as it condensed current legal 

information on therapeutic abortion;
109

 similarly the CMAJ broached the topic of how to handle 

the effects of illegal abortion-inducing substances.
110

  

 When abortion was discussed in the red press during the war years, it showcased the 

accomplishments of socialism. Director of the Women‘s Department, Becky Buhay, was praised 

for her ―militant femininity‖ and the role she played in the CPC‘s internal purges.
111

 A Stalinist, 
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she lauded the Stalin Constitution that had ―dramatically restricted abortion‖ over a decade. The 

advancement of socialism left few reasons for women to avoid large families.
112

 

 The red press maintained a general theme of downplaying abortion. It met Sexual 

Behavior in the Human Female (1953) by American sexologist Alfred C. Kinsey with curiosity 

and derision. His data revealing the high numbers of women, married or single, who relied upon 

abortion was distressing to some. Vitriolic attacks against Kinsey became a staple of the Tribune. 

British psychologist Noel Brian claimed that there was no bigger ―music-hall joke‖ in the 

scientific world than Kinsey. Highlighting how copies of the much-lauded report had become an 

overnight best-seller at eight dollars each, Brian noted how ―untypical‖ Kinsey‘s nearly 6,000 

subjects must have been to discuss their sex lives so openly.
113

   

 In the mid-fifties women‘s columnist Hazel Wigdor offered more even-handed coverage. 

―Lest our copy editor get a shock to see this column speaking about abortion,‖ she began her 21 

May 1956 article, ―please allow me a little explanation.‖ All children deserved loving mothers, 

she wrote, but a recent five-year study by Dr. Douglas Dalziel of Grace Hospital for the Ontario 

Medical Association (OMA) revealed a high rate of ―criminal abortion.‖ Illegal, back-alley 

abortions stood ―in second place as a cause of maternal mortality.‖
114

 This terrible trend 

extended across the country, with Alberta and British Columbia ahead of Ontario.
115

 Dalziel‘s 

report showed that abortion was sought by married mothers ―who cannot afford more children‖ 

rather than by single girls or sexual libertines. But Wigdor refuted Dalziel‘s suggestion that one 

third of maternal deaths were the mothers‘ fault: medicine was expensive and not all rural 

women had timely access to a doctor. Furthermore, the law worked against them, turning kind-
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hearted physicians who do attempt to save women from botched abortions into criminals. ―Is 

there some revision of legislation needed,‖ she asked, so that ―desperate mothers will not feel 

forced to seek out illegal abortion?‖
116

 

 Wigdor was criticized by an anonymous aggressor whose exact words were not printed. 

He or she maintained that with the rates of maternal mortality falling, abortions were immoral 

and unnecessary. Wigdor replied by acknowledging that fewer women were dying in childbirth, 

but according to Dalziel nearly four in five maternal deaths were unnecessary and at least a third 

would still be alive had they not been forced into illegal abortion. She claimed that most women 

had themselves attempted to abort, or knew someone who had. Of the six women that she had 

known to attempt an abortion, five were practicing some form of birth control. A sea change in 

the laws would accomplish very little without seriously altering the economic forces that 

prevented ―mothers from welcoming every new life into their families.‖
117

 She addressed the 

theme in her next column revealing how a legal shift on contraception resulted in a million fewer 

abortions being carried out annually in Japan.
118

 

 As the fifties came to a close, Britain, Japan, and several eastern European countries 

began to relent on the matter. In Canada, however, Wigdor‘s campaign for a more sober 

interrogation of abortion laws failed. During the fifties the Metropolitan Toronto Police Morality 

Department established the ―Abortion Squad,‖ a group created to identify and punish 

abortionists.
119
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Toward the Omnibus Bill: Abortion in the Sixties 

 Changes to how Canadian medicine, law, and society approached abortion loomed on the 

horizon, but headlines in the sixties reported on abortionists being arrested,
 120 

sought by the 

police,
121

 or committed to trial.
122

 As medical advances had reduced maternal mortality from 

toxaemia, haemorrhage, infection, and anaesthesia, abortion remained a preventable cause 

needing attention.
123

 

 Recognizing the dangers inherent to keeping it criminalized, many groups and 

organizations amended their previous hard stances against abortion. The United Church of 

Canada supported therapeutic abortion, provided that it was used only when ―the woman‘s health 

or life are at stake.‖
124

 In 1965 the OMA agreed that therapeutic abortions should be legalized 

with many medical qualifiers: the operating physician must have consulted with a proposed 

abortion committee, or another doctor; it must take place in an active treatment hospital; written 

consent of the patient must have been obtained; and it was performed to ―preserve the life or 

physical or mental health of the patient.‖
125

  

 Without these changes, women would seek out illegal providers at significant cost to 

themselves and their wellbeing. The Childbirth by Choice Trust‘s collection of oral histories on 

abortion in the sixties included the story of a woman who found that the cost had risen by an 

additional $500 when she arrived for the procedure. Another recalled that her abortion in 1960 

represented four months‘ rent.
126

 The risks of significant personal danger and criminal 

prosecution were ever present. The OMA placed the number of criminal abortions between 
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25,000 and 75,000 each year. Ontario hospitals admitted more than 20,000 women – half of 

whom were married – with injuries related to a failed self-induction annually.
127

 A lawyer cited 

in the TDS estimated nearly 50,000 criminal abortions across the country in 1966 alone.
128

  

 In 1967 at a Liberal Party fundraiser, Prime Minister Lester B. Pearson announced he 

planned to ―liberalize Canada‘s divorce, abortion, and birth control laws.‖
129

 When Trudeau‘s 

revisions of the Criminal Code amended abortion in 1969, the Star explained that the practice 

had changed little. The new law simply legalized what doctors had already been doing for years, 

reporter Marilyn Dunlop explained. Without the threat of imprisonment, she admitted, physicians 

and patients could explore a wider range of options.
130

 

 Canada‘s new law on abortion garnered some criticism from overseas. The British doctor,  

Phillip Addison, warned that recent changes in his country‘s laws had rendered London the 

―abortion capital of the world.‖ He knew that the law was being applied more ―liberally than was 

intended,‖ noting that nearly 6,200 abortions were performed upon unwed, teenage girls since 

April of that year.  As operations could cost $500, some unscrupulous private practitioners were 

suspected of seeing up to 30 patients per day. He also cast doubt upon the abilities of any doctors 

―who would work at abortion centres.‖
131

 

 Dr. Addison concerns seem to have been ignored by Canadian physicians, as the CMA 

continued to approach abortion as a strictly medical topic throughout the sixties. In a scientific 

session held during the 81
st
 general meeting of the OMA in 1961, Dr. T. B. Robson presented a 

paper simply entitled ―abortion.‖ Working from the Grace and Hotel-Dieu Hospitals in Windsor, 
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he noted that the many complications that follow abortions have become fewer since ―antibiotics 

and transfusions‖ have lowered maternal mortality numbers.
132

 

 Fear over legal prosecution dominated much of the sixties. In an address to the 1962 

Annual Meeting of the Canadian Medical Protective Association (CMPA) Dean of the Manitoba 

Law School, G. P. R. Tallin urged caution. In discussing sections 209, 237 (I), and 238 of the 

Criminal Code, he remarked that society may have begun to accept the need for therapeutic 

abortions, but the law had not. Even when abortion had saved a woman‘s life, he believed that 

the crown would try to demonstrate that the operation was not for her benefit. If criminal charges 

were evaded, doctors could still be vulnerable to civil action from aggrieved parties such as 

fathers, or activists.. In sum, ―when in doubt, don‘t.‖
133

 A more open discussion of ―therapeutic 

abortion‖ gave the impression that the law had changed. Doctor-lawyer J. J. Lederman assured 

readers that the law had not yet caught up with contemporary thought. ―It appears accepted by 

both the medical profession and the laity that a ‗therapeutic‘ abortion is sanctioned by the law,‖ 

Notwithstanding the  favourable outcome for British doctors in R. vs. Bourne in Britain (1938), 

abortion remained a ―serious crime‖ under Canadian law.
 134

 

 Attempts to reform the law ramped up as the decade wore on. Dr. C. A. Douglas 

Ringrose hoped that organized medicine would support R. W. Prittie‘s bill to strike ―preventing 

conception‖ from Section 150, Subsection 11 of the Criminal Code. Ringrose knew that it was 

time for accessible contraception and safe abortion, which was ―10 times safer than having a 

normal full-term pregnancy.‖ In the time of Aristotle and Socrates, he wrote, population was 
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controlled by male homosexuality while the Isle of Lesbos ―took counter-steps to look after the 

orgiastic needs of the ladies.‖ Ringrose argued that accessible contraception was preferable to 

these examples from classical antiquity.
135

 

 Not all physicians wished to see abortion decriminalized.  The CMAJ printed the 

warnings of Dr. C. P. Harrison who accused organized medicine of acting upon ―expediency … 

and emotion.‖ Abortion was a crime, and legalizing it was tantamount to permitting ―murders‖ or 

―drug addiction.‖ Prevalence of crime is no excuse for its legalization, he noted. Challenging the 

notion that therapeutic abortion should be permitted if the pregnancy would endanger the mother, 

Harrison suggested that proponents of abortion should logically be accepting of the elimination 

of anyone who might pose a risk to the mother. Parents who aborted upon learning of a 

deformity in the fetus often claimed that they wanted their child to have a happy life; he 

countered that ―the child was not unhappy at the time of its murder.‖
136

 Many of Harrison‘s 

publications to various medical journals like the CMAJ, or the Catholic Linacre Quarterly 

reflected his firm religious beliefs.
137

Dr. Harrison‘s assertions did not go unchallenged. Later 

that year Dr. S. G. Stern reminded Harrison that doctors can refuse to perform abortions. 

Countering Harrison‘s assertion that the fetus becomes a person at the time of conception, Stern 

pointed out that Roman law conferred personhood after birth. The Criminal Code of Canada 

seemed to lean this way as well. Stern wrote that Harrison ―presented only an argument based on 

emotionally promulgated premises,‖ and his theatrics rendered what might have been an 

interesting philosophical debate ―ineffectual.‖
 138

 Harrison‘s response appeared in the same issue 

of the journal, calling Stern‘s reply ―unhelpful,‖ He wrote that an object‘s nature was essential, 
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ie: a fetus should be afforded its ―natural rights‖ to life. Conception had to imply humanity as 

birth could not – that would imply that the delivering doctor was a creator.  Harrison‘s arguments 

drew on the moral position of the Catholic Church.
139

 Stern did not respond. 

 Harrison again appeared in the CMAJ in the fall of 1964 and on many other occasions 

into the mid-1970s. His letter told an allegory of knights who stood idle while a child was 

sacrificed to appease vicious ogres. The editor pointed out that Harrison‘s odd letter was sent as 

a form of protest against therapeutic abortion.
140

 Several physicians responded: Drs L. A. Jentz 

and A. E. Croal of Brantford General Hospital mocked Harrison with the concise rebuttal of  

―allegory indeed!‖
141

 Surgeon D. Moore of British Columbia disagreed with Harrison‘s views 

and his use of allegory and hoped that there could now ―be plain talk‖ on the realities of 

abortion.
142

 Dr. P. H. Melville of Toronto was more critical, observing that Harrison‘s ―poetic 

license‖ had ―swept the author off his logical feet.‖ Melville offered his own allegorical tale, set 

in the ―mythical land of Harrison.‖ Ogres were extinct but harsh laws remained. When a young 

woman was faced with an unwanted pregnancy, the brave knights ―in sad conscience‖ took the 

child from her. It was a sombre affair, but all knew that such a course of action was far better 

than inviting misery, harm, or illness upon her by refusing to aid her, or making her seek redress 

elsewhere.
143

 Dr. O. G. Lane, penned a third allegory on the role of the knights, and their 

championing of ―dignity and love against cold tradition.‖ Lane recognized the rift between 

theological and humanistic voices, but wrote that Harrison reduced the debate to ―prejudice and 

intolerance.‖
144

 The reaction to Harrison‘s articles establishes the distance between his views and 
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contemporary medical thought. He never abandoned his crusade and submitted numerous articles 

to medical journals in opposition to abortion,
145

 pornography,
146

 and euthanasia,
147

 and he 

published an anti-abortion tract in the late seventies.
148

 

 It is strange that for such a hotly debated topic, the CPC was silent for much of the sixties 

on the matter of abortion. It also ignored the Thalidomide crisis of 1961
149

 and the passage of 

legislation permitting abortion in other countries that had been covered by the mainstream press. 

A new language of individual rights further complicated the terrain.
150

 One facet of this emphasis 

on the individual was the Royal Commission on the Status of Women (RCSW), struck by Prime 

Minister Lester Pearson on 16 February 1967. Chaired by journalist Florence Bird, the 

commission issued a final report in 1970 documenting many pressing issues.
151

 Scholars have 

addressed its many facets, such as discrimination before the law and in the workplace, 

reproduction, wages, and day care.
152

  

 The popularity of the abortion debate in the mainstream media presented significant 

challenges to the collectivist approach that Communists desired. Unwilling to abandon their 
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grand designs for revolution, CPC members found themselves in the role of the stranger at the 

feast: abortion was mentioned only twice during the sixties in the Tribune. 

The first mention appeared a decade after columnist Hazel Wigdor had last written upon 

the subject. Buried at the end of a 6 May 1966 article discussing the obstacles that the modern 

woman had to overcome to fully participate in society, abortion was linked with birth control. 

However, author Rosemary Small wrote from London and may have been discussing debates 

closer to British women‘s experiences.
153

 The second was the comment of Roland Penner, a 

lawyer, and one-time LPP candidate from Winnipeg, about changes proposed by the RCSW on 

the abortion. ―I intend to restrain my applause until the measure has passed,‖ he announced, 

calling the current laws a ―crazy-quilt of illogical hang-overs, born of historical accident and 

political expediency.‖ It was ludicrous that the Criminal Code prohibited both abortion and the 

very birth control that might prevent it. As long as political expediency trumped legal and social 

desire, the state had to recognize its direct role in delivering thousands into the ―murderous hands 

of the illegal abortionist.‖
154

 Penner‘s words were the last time that the Tribune would broach the 

topic of abortion in the sixties. 

Notwithstanding mainstream interest in abortion, the sixties saw the low water mark of 

red-media discussions on the matter – lower than the wartime forties and conformist fifties. The 

paucity of commentary suggests that the organization was unwilling or unable to comprehend the 

changing political landscape around it.
155

 Nor did the CPC discuss the RCSW, Trudeau‘s 

Omnibus Bills, or the reproductive demands of the many feminist, women‘s liberation, new left, 
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and student groups that began to compete with it.
156

 It invites speculation that the collectivist 

enterprise of the CPC was threatened by mainstream attention to these issues, which had once 

constituted robust arguments for their political goals. This chapter has demonstrated that the 

individualist, rights-based solutions that Canadian society was intent on pursing in matters of 

abortion, women‘s autonomy, and sexuality effectively undercut a radical solution. The CPC‘s 

political inflexibility on abortion cost them dearly; by the days of the RCSW, few communists 

held out any hope for a class-based answer to the problems that abortion posed.  

Conclusion 

 An overlapping and interlocking system of treatments, tonics, advice, and services from 

mundane and medical sources emerged to aid women in their quest to end unwanted 

pregnancies. Prior to its decriminalization, an illegal, back-alley abortion was often understood 

to be the best, most viable option available. Canadian women of all classes and political 

affiliations had long turned to abortion in a bid to control their fertility for a variety of reasons. A 

conservative Toronto housewife of the fifties might end a pregnancy to ease the household 

budget, whereas communists invoked reasons related to their political worldview such as the 

capitalist state‘s inability to provide public resources to workers in the form of accessible 

daycares, cafeterias, and women‘s clinics. Underwritten by an individualist, rather than socialist 

logic, Canada eventually accepted that women should have the right to choose their own fertility 

patterns and the methods to achieve it. 

 Most doctors were interested in reforming the law pertaining to abortion: as a profession 

they were threatened by the harsh sanctions, as were women who opted to induce their own 

                                                 
156

 Bonnie J. Dow, ―Politicizing Voice,‖ Western Journal of Communication  61, no. 2 (Spring 1997): 248; and 

McKay, Rebels, Reds, Radicals, 147. 



95 

 

abortions. Scholars have noted that women‘s fertility remained almost exclusively under the 

control of men.
157

 

 In the twenties Canadian communists led the discussion of abortion, but by the thirties, 

the distance between them and the mainstream began to close. In the sixties, around the time that 

the Canadian left began to fracture,
158

 communists had abandoned abortion activism possibly 

because it was viewed as subservient to wider class concerns. The CPC had long held that 

abortion was necessary only due to the inherent contradictions of capitalism: it was secondary to 

the issues of housing reform, state medicine, or the vagaries of the market. The communist line 

was that in a world free of material want, abortion was not needed. Legalizing abortion 

complicated the CPC struggle by allowing a treatment for the side effects of continuing the class-

based tyranny of capitalism: Canadian families, who could now choose their fertility patterns, 

would be far less likely to rise up and demand a socialist-styled series of reforms in matters of 

day care, public nurseries, and housing, for example. Canadians would now simply have fewer 

children, rather than expect the state to care for an ever-growing family.  

 While working peoples struggled to provide for their sprawling families, some onlookers 

wondered if the problem might be that too many of the wrong sort of person being born. Others 

felt that in time, illness and poverty could be bred out of humanity entirely. Wary of any 

movement debated by societal elites and positioned against the working class, the CPC was 

drawn into a discussion on eugenics, the topic of the next chapter. 
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Chapter Four: Eugenics and Population Control 

 

Introduction 

   

 For many in the early twentieth century, any discussion of reproduction necessarily 

entailed eugenics. Confident medical, political, and social actors desired to deploy the sciences to 

solve social ills once and for all.
1
 The purported linkage between mental and bodily deficiency 

was established early on.
2
 Much blame for social ills was heaped upon those deemed unfit, 

degenerate, or ―feebleminded.‖
3
 Alarms were raised by contraventions of what were clearly class 

and gender ideals, rather than mental or physical aberrations.
4
 Many of these suspect bodies 

came from the working classes, from the recently migrated, and from populations outside of the 

traditional British character of the nation. Originally used to prevent masturbation and other 

moral concerns specific to the Victorian era, sexual sterilization fast became a common means to 

prune the unmanageable, at home and abroad.
5
  

 That eugenics survived its apparent death at the end of the Second World War was 

obvious, given the number of developmental, professional, and medical programs that continued 

to rely upon eugenic theories under a new name: population control. Having conquered diseases 

with drugs like penicillin a real fear emerged that the resources of the planet would be exhausted. 

Everything from ―protecting the right of the unborn child to proper parents,‖ avoiding ―excessive 

population growth,‖ and as a check against perceived abuses of a generous welfare state were 
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deployed to justify new regimes of coercive sterilization.
6
 To prevent states and countries from 

turning to socialism to provide for hungry populations, a project of active management of Third 

World bodies was undertaken by First World nations. Sexual sterilization could satisfy a wide 

array of political beliefs.  

 Canadians‘ recognition of their own storied past with eugenics has increased in recent 

years. Beyond the bedrock laid by Angus McLaren in his path-breaking book, Our Own Master 

Race (1990),
7
 the historiography of eugenics in this country has been enriched by studies 

featuring class,
8
 economics

9
, education,

10
 feminism,

11
 the population,

12
 regional difference,

13
 

religion,
14

 and the business
15

 and political linkages
16

 that popular eugenics necessarily 

developed. Others have examined what eugenics meant to a rapidly professionalizing medical 

establishment both before,
17

 and after the Second World War.
18

 Special attention has been given 
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to the University of Alberta‘s Living Archives project, established to document that province‘s 

eugenic past.
19

 The sad stories of the people who were compelled to undergo sterilization have 

likewise been documented.
20

 

 The Canadian historiography on eugenics is rich, but all radical viewpoints are often 

filtered out of the discussion. Many early leftists and socialists held sustained interests in family 

limitation and eugenics.
21

 Our current animus against eugenics allows us to ignore the fact that 

its proponents came from all sides of the political spectrum. Most biographers of Tommy 

Douglas gloss over his early interest in eugenics.
22

 As a graduate student at McMaster, he wrote 

a thesis on the benefits of eugenics to the Canadian family.
23

 Many upon the Canadian left felt 

that science provided indispensable guidelines to all who wished to transform society in 

general.
24

 Talk of eugenics lent itself well to discussions of the (in)ability of capitalism or 

socialism to best provide for those who were unable to do so for themselves.
25

 This chapter 

attempts to accomplish two goals; first to interrogate the relationship between the CPC and 

eugenics; second to determine how later Cold War debates over population control figured into 

its political worldview. 
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Eugenics in Canada 

 Eugenics appealed to many Canadians for a wide array of reasons.
26

 Victorian social 

uplift was rendered obsolete by the rediscovery of Mendel‘s laws when it was realized that the 

educational and cultural benefits afforded to one generation would not genetically pass to the 

next. Rather than encouraging the ‗fit‘ to propagate, many became convinced of the need to 

prevent the continuation of the ‗unfit.‘
27

 Alan Sears has noted that degeneracy was framed as an 

entirely preventable phenomenon – poverty was proof enough of innate biological failings.
28

 

Eugenics in Canada was complicated by regional difference. The McLarens have indicated that 

Alberta‘s pro-eugenic direction was likely fostered by its geographic isolation from early birth 

control movements that appeared elsewhere.
29

 Whereas the ―boy problem‖ of the late Victorian 

Toronto was spun by commentators blaming the young victims of the reform efforts themselves, 

without re-appraising the class disparities in which they lived.
30

 Scholars have noted that when 

urban centres rolled out educational programs for ―defective‖ children, they simply perpetuated 

the popular sentiment that the enfeebled were an urban problem.
31

 Galtonian ideas were 

seamlessly grafted onto existing notions of British imperial superiority and merit. 

 Much support for eugenic thought came from the nonprofessional and public sectors of 

society. In the twenties, Canada‘s maternal mortality rate was 6.4 per thousand live births; 
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childbirth was second to tuberculosis as the leading cause of women‘s death.
32

  This statistic may 

have convinced some to trust a science that claimed to bring about a healthier stock of 

Canadians. Some women‘s groups adopted strong nativist positions in their fearful 

denouncement of the ―feeble-minded, the epileptic, the idiotic,‖ and the political radical – all 

categories of person believed to pose a threat to an orderly society.
33

 Carol Bacchi notes that the 

falling birth rate and ―anxiety about the health of the population‖ were significant motivators for 

many.
34

 Beyond Canada, the poor performance and health of the English soldiers during the 

Second Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902) served to exacerbate fears over ―degeneracy‖ and national 

decline throughout the Commonwealth.
35

 Eugenics prominently factored in the final ruling of the 

Eastview Birth Control Trial: with no end of the Depression in sight, moral norms were relaxed 

in order to ease the burden on public coffers.
36

 Erika Dyck has revealed how some middle-class 

women in the prairies exploited eugenic legislation to undergo voluntary sterilization. They 

effectively enjoyed birth control during a time when it was illegal to do so otherwise.
37

 

 While there remained a few stubborn holdouts in the medical community,
38

 traditional 

eugenics declined by the end of the Second World War due to wide associations with Nazism.39 

Yet the desire to manage problematic populations continued unabated.
40

 Much of the discussion 

on fertility control in the post-war years was shaped by the belief that high fertility rates of the 
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nation‘s poor prevented them from modernizing in step with American ideals.
41

 Matthew 

Connelly contends that officials became interested in reproduction due to the fears surrounding 

the ―population bomb,‖ an idea which freely conjured Malthus‘s foreboding pronouncements of 

a planet being unable to support a skyrocketing global population.
42

 Fully in orbit of the foreign 

policy and security objectives of the Cold War, family planning initiatives enjoyed new 

resources to prevent ―children being born of the wrong women in the wrong places.‖
43

 Marc Frey 

explains that the effort of diffusing that bomb generated an elite community of experts linked by 

a ―shared set of values and norms.‖
44

 This community of professional population controllers 

groaned under the weight of its ideological contradictions, as it 

called for an amelioration of inequality while reserving for itself privileges 

that prolonged and cemented inequalities; it stood for individualism while 

admiring the determination of authoritarian population programmes; it 

emphasized emancipation and voluntarism while implicitly favouring 

coercion; and it called for a ‗reproductive Westernization‘ of individuals 

and the comprehensive modernization of societies while in fact being 

more focused on reducing the number of poor instead of reducing 

poverty.
45

 

 

  Many of the people who ―willingly‖ submitted for sterilization did so neither from belief 

in population control doctrines, nor for financial benefit, but rather to ―retain access to basic 

civic amenities such as work, housing, hospital treatment, and education.‖ 
46

 At home and 

abroad, life became ―untenable, if not impossible‖ for those who refused sterilization.
47
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Sterilization, the agitation supporting it, and the laws erected around it all dealt with problems 

that were social rather than biological in nature. 

 In his study of sexuality and the British left, Stephen Brooke demonstrated that 

conversations about sexual reform were often synonymous with the politics of socialism as 

rational ―reproduction became linked to the good of society.‖
48

 As many socialists upheld ideals 

of progress, social planning, and technology, family planning fit comfortably with other plans 

that they advocated.
 49

 Noteworthy onlookers, like J.B.S. Haldane, celebrated a future that 

included test-tube babies.
50

 Eugenics was nevertheless a mixed bag for the left: socialist 

professor at the London School of Economics and later Chair of Labour Harold Joseph Laski 

saw little benefit in protecting the ―least worthy members of a society.‖
51

 The left had far more in 

common with practical euthenics – a cousin of eugenics concerned with the external, 

environmental improvement of human stock
52

 – than they did popular eugenics.  

 Leftist women who advocated eugenics explained degeneracy as the sad result of social 

conditions under capital. In his biography of Rose Henderson, Peter Campbell notes that she 

placed more faith in Lamarck than Galton.
53

 Many of those subsequently tarred as authoritarian 

eugenicists would have recoiled at the idea of state compulsion. They include Herbert Spencer – 

who influenced Canadian socialists, including such sex radicals as Forster and Kerr. Over time, 
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and only in certain quarters, eugenics came to acquire a compulsory thrust.
54

 Socialist 

Darwinists, for the most part, had little in common with social Darwinists. 

 The left had little to say on the topic of sexual sterilization. Prior to the Depression, the 

only vocal opponents of sterilization were Alan and Ada Muir. They founded the Anti-

Vaccination and Medical League, and battled doctors who, they claimed, did the ―dirty work‖ of 

capitalists.
55

 Alan Muir wrote to the Vancouver Sun in 1934 with the prescient concern that the 

eugenic aspirations of the Third Reich might find its logical conclusion in the massacre of the 

Jews.
56

 When Canadian politicians and medical doctors began to recommend sterilization, the 

political left went on the defensive. Many radical onlookers perceived the connections between 

―race laws in Nazi Germany,‖ and the ―sterilization of the mentally ill‖ in the Canadian 

prairies.
57

 Its relative silence upon the issue was likely the CPC‘s early recognition that 

sterilization was widely used to disparage and discipline their own working-class ranks.
58

  

Eugenics, Euthenics, and Heredity in the twenties 

 That it was ill understood by lay observers and vaguely defined by professionals helped 

keep eugenics afloat in the twenties.  The Star poked fun at the science in a brief article 

concerning the marriage between a very tall man, and extraordinarily short woman. This 

example reflects the general understanding of eugenics as being a policing of marriage.
59

 

Another article repeated this trend. Professor Carl E. Seashore was heard to call for ―scientific 

forethought in mating‖ while addressing the Second International Congress of Eugenics in New 

York. Various factors deemed desirable could be bred for in order to be passed on to the next 
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generation.
60

 Seashore‘s decision to explain one outcome of eugenics as the breeding of musical 

prodigies ensured lay comprehension and affirmed the then-popular genetic understandings.  

 Not all were convinced. Star reporter H. Addington Bruce was ―decidedly in favour of 

euthenics‖ by 1926. He pointed out that environmental factors determined far more than the 

mysteries of genetics – after all, even present-day paupers live longer than did the Egyptian 

Pharaohs. The ―extreme advocates of eugenics‖ tended to be the well-off, keen on criticizing the 

whole ―fruit of the family tree.‖
61

 In discussion on eugenics with the Toronto‘s Women‘s Labour 

League (WLL), Dr. O. J. C. Hastings, Medical Officer of Health (MOH), complained that ―there 

was such a strong public feeling against it.‖
62

 Eugenics‘ popularity slowly crept upward as the 

decade wore on. When the American Federal Bureau of Education reported that seven-thousand 

high school aged boys would be instructed in eugenics, the Star explained it as a gender 

appropriate study in ―successful American home life.‖
63

 

 In its coverage the Globe leaned upon the well-heeled expert to explain eugenics. 

Psychologist William MacDougall of Harvard fretted over the American lack of interest in 

―maintaining and improving [their] stock.‖ Between permissive immigration policies that had 

opened the gates to the unsavory,
64

 and war stealing away ―the finest young men,‖ his country 

certainly was not putting its best people forward.
65

 Dr. C. J. O. Hastings, MOH desired the 

scientific class to educate the government on the prevention ―of worthless members of society.‖ 

He drew upon quotes from Herbert Spencer and H. G. Wells as he pilloried the sub-normal, 

before rhetorically asking if this were the sort of person ―Christ would have chosen … with 
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which to build up the Kingdom of God‖?
66

 When Vice-Chancellor Adami of the University of 

Liverpool proposed a ―human stock book,‖ the paper took note. To be published annually, the 

book would feature the names of promising ―A1‖ youth for the future purpose of families 

intermarrying to ensure superior lineages. ―The best work is not always done by those who are 

the most fit,‖ the Globe pushed back. Absent in the grand scheme were ―strength of will, 

unflinching courage [and] self-denial‖ that come with success.
67

 The paper‘s editorial choices 

seemed to indicate that while something needed to be done about the prolific poor, it had little 

time for busybodies like Hastings or Adami. 

 Eugenic discussions were already well underway in the medical community. Bolstered by 

the opinion of psychiatry and mental hygiene professionals the rise of the enfeebled was taken as 

fact. It was ―a problem which has been long neglected‖ wrote G. S. M in the CMAJ. In addition 

to mental health clinics, medical minds would need to design a registry for the enfeebled, and 

oversee special schools. Immigration restriction would prevent the chaff of other nations from 

entering Canada.
68

 Another editorial discussed Malthus‘ foreboding predictions, yet some of the 

alarms set off by what appeared to be explosive population growth may have stemmed from the 

journal‘s erroneous calculation that the world‘s population was only 150 million in 1800. This 

sum rose to nearly 1.7 billion by 1900, a frightful increase of over 1000%.
69

 More recent figures 

place the world‘s population in 1800 at around one billion, meaning an increase of 70% by the 

turn of the last century.
70

 In a review Dr. V. H. R. Moorhouse found the pro-eugenic Our Present 

Knowledge of Heredity (1925) to be factual and ―exceedingly readable.‖ The text should be 
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―very widely distributed [to the] public.‖
71

 An editorial in 1927 urged medicine to take seriously 

the premise of eugenics. ―Nations do not grow old like individuals,‖ it remarked, but they can die 

from diseases left unchecked.
72

 Another pointed out that just as there was little ―intermarriage 

between yellow and white races, or between those of the Jewish and Christian faiths,‖ so too 

could society learn to avoid mixture with the ―hereditarily defective person.‖ Only physicians 

with their knowledge and sound judgement could diagnose, categorize, and determine the human 

pedigree.
73

  

 The lone dissenting voice to appear in the CMAJ at this time was Dr. A. E. Tredgold, 

Less impressed with segregation or sterilization, he strove to develop a national ―eugenic ideal.‖ 

Society would want to produce ―sound and healthy offspring‖ and labour toward this end. In his 

words could be found  the stirrings of euthenics.
74

 

 The mixture of motivators, including elevating prestige, fears over national decline, and 

advancing the doctor‘s profile, made for an intoxicating brew. Medicine was firmly in favour of 

eugenics. 

Finding a Social(ist) Darwin: Eugenics and Communists in the Twenties 

Unlike the uncertain mainstream press, or the supportive medical establishment, the CPC 

discussed hereditarian thought in fits and starts. Communists approached the topic with caution 

but were obviously frustrated by how evolutionary doctrines had become tangled with right-wing 

politics. The privileged and the professional alike routinely attempted to link biology to moral 

weakness, poverty, and crime. The science of inheritance was brought to the working masses on 

1 January 1927. The first of its kind in the Worker, ―The Biology of the Machine Age‖ was 

                                                 
71

 V. H. R. Moorhouse, ―Our Present Knowledge of Heredity,‖ CMAJ 16 (April 1926): 478. 
72

 ―Racial Decadence,‖ CMAJ 17 (March 1927): 341-3. 
73

 ―Eugenics and the Medical Profession,‖ CMAJ 17 (December 1927): 1526-8. 
74

 A. E. Tredgold, ―Mental Disease in Relation to Eugenics,‖ CMAJ 17 (July 1927): 833–835. 



107 

 

penned by an author known only as P.L.E.B. It dutifully described the experiments of Gregor 

Mendel, biological inheritance, and the Drosophila fly.
75

 Another article entitled ―The Machinery 

of Evolution‖ backed away from what it termed ―ancient mythologies‖ to explain the origins of 

humans and other creatures. It emphasized that society and the social classes had more to do with 

―materialist conception of history‖ rather than the organic and biological evolution promulgated 

by Julian Huxley or Darwin‘s own grandson, Sir Charles Galton Darwin.
76

  

 With a few cosmetic changes, the writer returned a week later. The science behind 

modern organic evolution was ever in ferment. Thinkers like Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, Herbert 

Spencer, and August Weismann positioned this ―series of organic revolutions‖ not as a 

continuous march of progress, but rather akin to a struggle. P.L.E.B. fretted that a downside of 

these wonderful advances in human heredity was that they tended to provoke choruses of ―race 

degeneration‖ and ―eugenic reform‖ firmly targeting the working masses. Displaying a 

surprisingly modern understanding of race and society, the writer explained that simply because 

―a people have not yet developed the type of civilization which we enjoy‖ that this did not 

necessarily imply inferiority. Goodwill is always preferable to race propaganda, especially when 

the difference between peoples is based on ―material advantages and disadvantages‖ and shot 

through with ―traditions, customs, religions, taboos, convention and prejudices.‖ Perhaps seeking 

to salvage eugenics from its more prominent race propagandists, the science editor remarked that 

it would be better to see eugenics, not as a movement, but as an aspiration. Until the ―world has 
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been made safe for the proletariat,‖ communists would remain firmly against eugenics, both in 

practice and politics.
77

 

 Another week passed and the column appeared again, as ―Machinery of Behaviour‖ a dry 

primer for the hard sciences. Gone were references to politics and biology.
78

 For the next edition 

of the new column, P.L.E.B. returned to biology and assailed the pseudoscientific theory of 

―vital forces‖ to explain life, possibly a poke against spiritualists and medical quackery. In 

seeming contradiction, the focus was on the march of progress that the column had so recently 

disparaged.
79

 This apolitical turn continued for the next few issues, before the column folded 

with no reason given in early March of 1927.
80

 

 The Woman Worker printed even less on eugenics than did the Party‘s main publication. 

A writer known only as ―A.I.‖ lamented how fast feminine solidarity eroded. Prominent women 

routinely labelled ―wayward‖ girls, as natural criminals or deviants, possessed of a ―real inborn 

badness and wickedness of heart.‖ Their watchword, ―feeble-minded‖ became entrenched in 

medical and legal circles. The writer was likely referring to Dr. Helen MacMurchy, maternal 

feminist and one-time inspector of the feebleminded to Ontario, or Dr. Margaret Patterson of the 

Toronto Women‘s Court, or organizations like the Provincial Council of Women of Ontario and 

the Toronto Council of Women.
 81

 Deep eugenic beliefs motivated these parties to petition the 
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provincial government to increase the terms of imprisonment for wayward girls from two to five 

years.
82

  

 In lieu of its own stance the paper routinely featured the arguments of one avid supporter 

of eugenics. In her numerous letters to the paper, Lillie Broadhurst was a staunch advocate of 

fertility limitation for the sake of working mothers like her. Yet her final letter was rooted in her 

perception of unimpeachable difference between men, women, and the various newcomers to 

Canada. ―Forcing young girls into marriage will bring forth idiots and the morally insane,‖ she 

began. It could lead ―the race into degeneracy and, eventually, race suicide.‖ Broadhurst‘s 

energetic arguments typified those of politically active women, who defended that which ought 

to be uniquely and universally theirs: control over sex and reproduction. Positioning her opinions 

within a continuum of working-class practicality, Broadhurst remarked that as ―abortion is a 

crime, celibacy is immoral, [and] prostitution is an abomination,‖ the only acceptable remedy to 

unchecked fertility was contraception. She concluded with a farming analogy, a common 

practice of those interested in popular eugenics: ―the higher intelligence of the breeder restrains a 

beautiful mare.‖ She hoped that Canadians were not foolishly placing the wellbeing of their 

livestock above that of their own children.
83

 

The Popularity of Popular Eugenics During the Depression 

 During the thirties the most common association of eugenics was with its negative 

application of preventing births. It appealed to many who felt it would check the growing 
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problem of the feeble-minded.
84

 It was also a politically expedient topic during the hardscrabble 

Depression: a lower birth rate amongst underprivileged populations meant fewer recipients on 

municipal welfare rolls, and fewer bodies crowding already-underfunded hospitals and asylums. 

 Canadians were nudged into seeing the logic of eugenics and the appeal of smaller, better 

managed families due to the economic conditions of the Depression. Held up as the science of 

reproduction, eugenics had a particular gloss for women. Dr. Elizabeth Bagshaw of Hamilton 

urged women that ―eugenics is one of our serious problems.‖ As the director of the first birth 

control clinic in Canada
85

, she reminded women that the best stock of men died overseas during 

the Great War, only to be replaced by their second-tier brothers. It was this latter group that were 

responsible for ―weak babies‖ and the staggering infant mortality rates that the nation was 

beginning to grapple with. She maintained that ―the race must be kept to a high normal if we are 

to survive.‖
86

 The Star reported that some ninety percent of the audiences filling the 

presentations of the British Association for the Advancement of Sciences were women. Ladies 

were clamouring to hear more about the latest developments of eugenics, and presumably, the 

interrelated subjects of contraception, maternal health, and sterilization.
87

 

 Many prominent eugenicists publicly held that an ounce of prevention was better than a 

pound of cure.
88

 It was a sign of the times when the general council of the United Church of 

Canada agreed that there might be some circumstances where tightly regulated birth control 

clinics and a means to sterilize the ―defective‖ would become necessary.
89

 A hospital inspector 
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from Newmarket pointed to Germany as a model of efficiency. Dr. H. A. Cooke remarked that if 

the province were to act similarly, ―a great economy would result.‖
 90

 

 Unchecked birth rates were sobering to many onlookers. Underscoring a known societal 

divide, Globe writer J. V. McAree reminded readers that the ―underprivileged [were] being born 

at a rate disproportionate to that of their exploiters.‖ His watchword was ―fewer and better 

children,‖ but he never fully explained how this goal was to be accomplished.
91

 During the 

Eastview Birth Control Trial, many eugenic arguments were heard by the court.
92

 Presiding 

magistrate Lester Clayton explained in his final ruling that  

The mothers are in poor health, pregnant nine months of the year ... What chance 

do these children have to be properly fed, clothed and educated? They are a 

burden on the taxpayer. They crowd the juvenile court. They glut the competitive 

labour market.
93

 

 

It was a manoeuvre that viewed the misery of severe class disparity as secondary to preserving 

municipal relief efforts. Framed in the logic of the era, the poor had none to blame but 

themselves. It was a sentiment shared by George B. Chisholm of the University of Toronto, who 

explained that ―those of the lowest intelligence‖ were prone to sprawling families.
94

 Ontario‘s 

Lieutenant-Governor Dr. Herbert A. Bruce expressed the view that the enfeebled were 

outbreeding normal citizens; many agreed. Support from his recognizable station gave eugenics 

additional gloss. He claimed that as the ―mentally deficient‖ could only beget more of their kind 

the only possible solution was a regime of sexual sterilization.
95

 No use was charity, something 

Dr. Bruce declared a ―crutch used by a crippled society.‖
96

 The Star relayed the words of 

Frederick Osborn of the American Natural History Museum, who claimed that higher birth rates 
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meant lower intelligence. In impoverished rural areas where thoughtless pairings were common, 

both intelligence and national wellbeing were threatened.
97

 

 The debate that followed in the CMAJ reflected the belief that eugenics was the doctor‘s 

purview. Dr. Helen MacMurchy‘s Sterilization? Birth Control? A Book for Family Welfare and 

Safety (1934) was positively reviewed for those with an interest in eugenics,
98

 as was J. H. 

Landman‘s Human Sterilization (1932).
99

 R. C. Wallace the President of the University of 

Alberta remarked that weeding out undesirables from the general population should not prove 

too difficult – it was commonly done in the ―breeding of cattle, horses, and pigs.‖
100

 In 1935 

American genetic pioneer Madge Thurlow Macklin
101

 explained her thoughts on inheritance in 

the journal. She understood eugenics as preventative medicine. While society studied crops, and 

had records of the weather, and animal pedigrees, 

… of the constitution of the most important part of our country, namely, the 

children who are to be the Canada of tomorrow, we know little, keep fewer 

records, learn nothing new.
102

 

 
Dr. C. G. Campbell wrote to the journal on behalf of the Eugenics Research Association (ERA) 

of New York. He reminded his Canadian brethren that it was up to physicians to ―preserve the 

free institutions and the moral standards which‖ arose only from the Nordic (white) race.
103

 

 The fear surrounding race and degeneration was real. The President of the Eugenics 

Society of Canada (ESC) Dr. William L. Hutton blamed those who chose ―race suicide‖ by 

choosing economic safety over their reproductive responsibilities. In the January 1934 issue of 
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CMAJ, he heaped scorn upon preventative medicine and public health. Saving the weak from 

extinction, these endeavours lead to a bumper crop of the enfeebled and the foreign: in time the 

planet would be inherited by those wholly unable to tend to it. He urged medical minds to work 

alongside government to boost births of the well-born, and prune the weaker branches from the 

human tree.
104

 The following year, he distanced himself and the Eugenic Society of Canada 

(ESC) from the recent developments in Germany. ―Sweeping, compulsory and dictatorial,‖ he 

protested, he wrote, Nazi sterilization laws ride ―rough-shod over the scruples of those who 

conscientiously oppose it.‖ He worried that a great many otherwise healthy people would get 

caught in the German dragnet, as the laws only made sense if ―it were possible to accurately 

predict those whose offspring would certainly be mentally defective.‖
105

   

 Macklin and Hutton were both founding members of the ESC, an organization that bears 

special mention here. Founded during the Depression, the ESC was comprised mostly of doctors 

involved in public health, social workers, and experts in law, and from the business sector. The 

industrialist and gentleman-eugenicist Alvin R. Kaufman who bankrolled Dorothea Palmer‘s 

defense during the Eastview Birth Control Trial
106

 served as the treasurer for the ESC.
107

 While 

he was happy to adopt the role as a champion of birth control,
108

 privately he was more 

forthcoming about his motives. Society had to choose between fertility limitation and revolution. 

He could not blame the hungry, the destitute, and the miserable ―if they steal and fight before 

they starve.‖
109
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 Yet not all were convinced by this eugenic utopia. Someone identified as David Slight of 

Montreal dissected the racially eugenic anthropology wandering in an earlier article by Frank N. 

Walker.
110

  In addition to the shoddy use of statistics, he ridiculed Walker‘s assertion of 

racialized blood groups being revelatory of larger cultural traits. Nowhere in the original article 

could Slight find evidence at the cellular level that would indicate how a person from a differing 

cultural group could be ―very well dressed [and] happy to work as canvassing salesm[a]n,‖ or 

that he ―condones abortion [and] pays his debts.‖
111

 The Lieutenant Governor Dr. Bruce‘s 

advocacy of eugenics
112

 upset Dr. W. D. Cornwall of Port Dalhousie so much that he wrote to 

the journal to clarify some issues. Since Galton‘s discovery of eugenics in 1884, Cornwall 

contended, ―very little has been done in a practical way‖ to advance it beyond sterilization. 

Superior specimens had not been cajoled into beginning large families, the well-off enjoyed 

contraception, and ―abortion among the intelligent has increased tremendously.‖ He ridiculed the 

entire idea of the well-born, stating that due to present values,  

the generous, altruistic, socially-minded individual, who is too intelligent to 

confine his efforts to social or monetary success, may possess the desirable traits 

but be left far behind in our predatory society.
113

 

 
Eugenics would foster the ―profit-seeking, predatory‖ traits found in cruel politicians, career 

criminals, and heartless industrialists. It would not rescue ―thousands of men, women, and 

children‖ from preventable woe.
114

 

 The raised profile for eugenics, combined with the events of Palmer‘s trial, provoked a 

discussion of eugenics and of reproduction‘s many facets that the Communists might otherwise 
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have avoided.
115

 Recognizing working-class women‘s desire to limit births, the CPC relayed the 

words of British suffragette and birth controller Edith How-Martyn. She lamented that middle-

class wives could simply pay a fee for medical services, but the wives of the working poor and 

those on relief could not.
116

 Sensible fertility controls would aid ―mothers‘ health, and general 

welfare of the family.‖ These views were common amongst working-class advocates, but more 

unusual was the careful discussion of sterilization that followed. How-Martyn emphasized that 

the procedure should be considered only in the case of an underprivileged family with ten or 

more children, and offered to the man rather than the woman. In no case should sterilization ever 

be made compulsory, with the exception of the feeble-minded as they would be unlikely to 

manage contraception on their own.
117

  

 How-Martyn‘s ambivalence to sterilization was not unusual. As with their more 

mainstream counterparts, the leftists were divided when it came to sexual sterilization. Prominent 

observers argued that in some instances, as in the case of sex ―perverts‖ or homosexuals, 

aberrant bodies should be forcibly sterilized for the good of the community.
118

  

 The radical paper‘s policing of Party policy could be blunt. Mrs. Pauline Williams wrote 

to the Daily Clarion complaining of the classed walls that surrounded medicine. She noted that 

even the rich were undergoing sterilization to avoid passing along hereditary diseases. Her 

scathing social commentary chastised the wealthy for monopolizing reproductive technologies, 

while the working-classes had to watch their children starve or be born into misery. Such 
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diatribes were a staple of communist journalism. Less predictable was the editor‘s accompanying 

text, which disagreed with Williams 

The rich, on the eve of the fall of the Roman Empire, used to overeat and then 

regurgitate so they could start eating again. The fact that they now practice birth 

control, abortion and sterilization so they can indulge their lusts without 

responsibility does not give them the right to force their practices on us.
119

  

  

 By the mid-thirties there was a push from certain corners to clarify eugenics, or at least 

more thoroughly distance it from its associations with Nazism. Leftists came to oppose the 

compulsory character that eugenics had adopted. Yet many, like noted British communist and 

evolutionary biologist J. B. S. Haldane, accepted of the underlying principal of controlled human 

reproduction.
120

 During the Depression the many letters and articles from Haldane had slowed 

and matured.
 121 

He tackled the popular concept of madness without once invoking the views of 

eugenicists, and he chastised cost-cutting governments that defunded mental health research in 

times of duress. He concluded that mental illness would persist until a ―material basis‖ was 

discovered.
122

  

 The Communists would print no more on the topic for the remainder of the decade, one 

prominent example of the political fluidity of eugenics can be found in the September 1939 issue 

of Nature. Dubbed the ―eugenics manifesto,‖ the essay ―Social Biology and Population 

Improvement‖ was signed by leading progressive biologists, geneticists, and zoologists, 

including J. B. S. Haldane, Lancelot Hogben, Julian Huxley and future Nobel laureate Hermann 

Joseph Muller. It decried the political antagonism of eugenics, the racism of the Third Reich, and 

the poor socioeconomic conditions that necessarily lead to class and racial conflict. Turning 
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hereditarian arguments on their head, they maintained that it made more ―eugenic‖ sense for the 

planet to be peopled with those who had camaraderie and fraternity for fellowship rather than 

those who endlessly pursued wealth and individual prestige.
123

 Their pleas went ignored as the 

world stumbled into war, only dimly aware of the efficient horror of the Nazi machine.  

Population Control in the Postwar: Eugenics in the Forties and Fifties 

 Overshadowed by World War II, eugenics remained poorly understood by most, even by 

the Cold War. Its Nazi connection served to distance Canadians from eugenic designs much 

closer to home. In a special to the Star, readers learned that Alberta had been undertaking its own 

eugenic sterilization program for nearly two decades. Dr. A. C. Sommerville revealed an 

underlying tension in prairie eugenics when he admitted that the majority of those sterilized were 

women as they had ―greater tendency to be promiscuous than men.‖
124

 

 Commentators once concerned with the quality of the Canadian population were now 

concerned with the quantity of external populations: older eugenic arguments concerning the 

fitness of the population were exported overseas as  supporters of the hereditarian project found a 

place for eugenics in the post-Nazi world.  

 Postwar conditions ensured that global populations began to rise. As the birth rates of 

Canada and the United States began their ascent, 
125

 those of China and India launched skyward 

as mothers within the two most populous nations on the planet gave birth to just over six children 

each in the fifties.
126

 Some saw nothing wrong with the current levels of population growth, 

provided that they did not alter the status quo. G. L. Owen praised the vast expanse of Canada as 
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being large enough to accommodate all newcomers – provided that they settled west of his home 

province of Ontario.
127

 Views as these were in the minority.  

 The canard that the inferior were outbreeding their social betters remained. J. V. McAree 

noted that former professors and doctors tended to leave behind sisters and brothers, while ―fruit 

growers‖ and ―organ soloists‖ had multiple children to carry on their legacy. ―The right people 

are not producing enough children.‖
128

 Millions were already dying of malnutrition in places like 

India and China. He linked scarce resources to a potential for increased global conflict. While 

Malthus advocated ―late marriages, continence, and celibacy,‖ McAree opted for the more 

practical ―contraceptive birth control‖ and ―sterilization.‖
129

 In time his words became more 

aggressive. In ―Too Many Babies‖ the unchecked birth rate of Asia was equated with a hydrogen 

bomb. Educational campaigns of birth control failed to convince the ignorant, or illiterate, and 

more aggressive means would need to be pursued.
130

 In another article with the same name he 

lamented that the cheapest birth control devices were too expensive to be widely used throughout 

China. It was an issue that had become too important to leave to volunteers and the developing 

nations themselves. McAree explained that it would ―be necessary to convert and educate 

Governments‖ to the cause.
131

 

 Despite the ―safety-valves‖ of two world wars, internal strife, drought, and famine, the 

populations of Africa and Asia continued to grow. In the previous three decades, the Globe and 

Mail claimed that the population of Africa had risen 54 million, Asia 278 million. Yet now the 
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―annual increase today is probably 25 millions.‖ Efforts at slowing the growth were further 

frustrated as ―attempts to popularize birth-control are defeated on religious grounds.‖
132

 

 Concerns over the population attracted noteworthy figures. Sir Charles Galton Darwin 

predicted that conflict and misery would sweep the planet for the next several centuries unless 

the population growth was brought down to reasonable levels.
133

 He appeared in the Star in 1958 

to discuss the frightful increase in population. The planet had added only around 100 million 

people between the dawn of the ―Christian era‖ and 1700 AD. Scientific advancement, along 

with the taming of disease and want had removed much of the downward push upon the 

population. Those nations aware of the full gravity of the situation had wisely curbed their own 

birth rates, but they needed to export humanitarian efforts to those who had not.  Darwin 

presented education as a preventative, humanitarian effort to ―limit the numbers of a community 

without inflicting any hardship upon it.‖
134

  

 In a 1956 article, the Canadian former director of the United Nation‘s World Health 

Organization psychiatrist, Dr. Brock Chisholm, argued that the exploding global population 

trumped even ―hunger and war.‖ North America alone was consuming roughly half of the 

world‘s ―irreplaceable‖ resources, he explained. Should the developing nations match this pace 

the planet would be doomed.
135

 Would increasing crop yields ease the situation, or would it only 

spur ―backward countries‖ to produce more mouths to feed?
136

 By the mid-fifties the Globe 

reported that during a summit at Geneva, world leaders recognized that there was ―no animal 
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more belligerent than a man with an empty stomach.‖ UN efforts to check the birthrate of the 

developing world had not been successful and required a more strategic advance.
137

 

 W. R. Sachs wrote to the Globe to oppose the idea that overpopulated areas could seek 

relief by enticing families to leave: any country pursuing this option would be rid only of its 

young and healthy. Where ―sanguinary wars‖ failed to keep the population down, birth control 

might succeed. Present mores what they were, however, there was ―not the remotest possibility 

that it could be adopted.‖
138

 Sachs was likely referring to recent headlines made in October 1952 

when it was reported that Dr. Benjamin Sleve had successfully used ―pills as a method of birth 

control‖ in a recent medical trial.
139

   

 Population control had become so commonplace that a Star editorial cartoon in 1959 

lampooned the recent interest – a fearful group observes in shock as a surly hydrogen bomb 

offers its own unique method of ―population control.‖
140

 

 The editorial slant of the CMAJ had changed considerably by the postwar: the emphasis 

upon heredity had softened. Sterilization as a cure-all was abandoned. The journal made a single 

mention of population control between 1940 and 1959.
141

 In 1945 Dr. G. H. Stevenson argued 

for the ―right of the individual to be wellborn.‖ A professor of psychiatry at McGill, he 

recognized that ―mental diseases were not inherited as such ... only predispositions.‖ With proper 

training and guidance, most would live happy lives. This included pre- and post natal care, and 

the ―successful feeding and rearing of the child‖ during the first years of life.
142

 A general 

practitioner from Port Hope, Ontario‘s Minister of Health Dr. R. P. Vivian, wished for a better 
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medical understanding of eugenics, but any discussion of wellbeing should also consider 

knowledge of nutrition and housing.
143

 While nature definitely played a role in human 

development, physicians increasingly recognized that nurture significantly determined the 

outcome. 

Capitalist Eugenics vs. Socialist Euthenics During Canada‟s Cold War  

 Within the Canadian Tribune the population debate was one of capitalist eugenics against 

socialist euthenics. Read by the working class, and those fleeing hostilities, the paper worked 

hard to shed its former neutrality once the Soviet Union joined the war against Nazi Germany.
144

 

It likewise brought the fight to local supporters of the eugenic crusade. In his Science and Society 

column, John D. Beresford explained that there is a ―science which deals with the problems of 

heredity and its name is genetics.‖ Of the two only genetics was actual science, whereas eugenics 

had more in common with ―prohibition, the Lord‘s Day Alliance, or the Single Tax.‖ Eugenic 

supporters frequently drew upon the growing respectability of genetics to ―influence public 

opinion.‖ Many within in the ESC had far overreached into ―pseudo-biology‖ in order to 

conclude that high unemployment, malnutrition, and poor housing had more to do with biology 

than social or political conditions.
145

 Beresford further warned readers against racialist arguments 

that linked cultural achievement to pseudo-scientific doctrines spread in the name of 

imperialism.
146
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 The paper fought the fight against eugenics on many fronts. It criticized standardized IQ 

testing claiming that external factors were just as important as heredity. ―Improving the social 

environment of people,‖ would benefit far more than programs, ―which place group differences 

on a biological basis.‖
147

 The paper reprinted a speech of United Farmer cabinet minister George 

Hoadley from the Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy. This architect of Alberta‘s sexual 

sterilization Acts
148

 urged Canadians to support public means to ensure better health. Citing the 

average infant death rate in as 76 per 1000 live births, the nation needed ―an emergency service 

… comparable to our war effort.‖
149

 Hoadley had apparently traded the negative eugenics of his 

past for a social euthenics in tune with the CPC‘s bent. 

 The Tribune‘s medical advice column was equally unimpressed with the eugenic 

mantras. ―The Doctor‖ described the case of an individual who was ill-equipped for life through 

injury, mental illness, or hereditary ailment. ―Give him your consideration [as he] must earn a 

living in competition with people who are perfectly well.‖ Canadian society unfortunately had 

minimal social apparatus to help him, but even benign neglect was better than the ―Nordic 

humanity‖ of Nazism. Those wanting to learn more should simply ―discuss the matter with the 

‗lame duck‘ themselves.‖
150

 Rather than eugenic castrations, the mentally distressed deserved 

sympathy and care.
151

 ―His disease is just as real and as definite as tuberculosis or diabetes,‖ the 

Doctor wrote of a suicidal youth. Kind treatment and understanding is what was needed.
152

 

 The euthenical trend continued throughout the decade. In an April 1944 report on 

environmental causes for subnormal development in children, Judith Hazlett explained that one 
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in three children in Hamilton ―[varied] from the normal.‖ Rescue plans including vitamins, hot 

lunches, or health supplements had been discarded due to high cost or uncertain scientific 

outcome. Dr. Harry Paikin of the local school board was refocusing his attentions on ―fresh air 

camps‖ for the industrial city.
153

 That none of these children were viewed as genetically hopeless 

derived in part from the paper‘s politics, but also from the shifting societal balance between 

euthenics and eugenics. 

 When J.B.S Haldane discussed human evolution, he relied upon concepts that could 

accurately be described as euthenic.
154

 Firmly against the fascism and extermination policies of 

Nazism, he remarked that many with serious, heritable diseases chose to intentionally forgo 

having children. He opposed sterilization, but he thought that mental defectives should not have 

children to avoid social difficulties. His support for eugenics rested upon two caveats; the first 

was that humanity needed to know ―a great deal more than we do about human heredity‖; the 

second was that class distinctions had to be ―abolished so that eugenics cannot be used as an 

excuse for persecuting people of whom the ruling class disapproves.‖
155

 

 Professor Haldane foresaw a distant future where eugenics might be permitted, but 

author, science popularizer and Tribune favourite, Dyson Carter, disagreed. On 7 May 1947 he 

eschewed Haldane‘s biological neutrality: the child of the ―well-to-do family‖ went through life 

fitter and happier than the ―youngster whose parents have to watch every dollar they spend.‖ 

Citing a study by Dr. John Rodman Paul
156

, he explained that for every child of privilege 

affected by heart disease, six from the middle class, and nine from the working masses were 

―denied essential vitamins, proteins, and minerals [or] fresh air and proper warmth.‖ He 
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lamented that ―doctors, psychologists, and social workers‖ laboured so hard for a biological 

cause when it was obvious to him that the problem was largely material in nature. Carter drew 

upon the research of Dr. H.F. Traut,
157

 an ―eminent child-birth specialist of California Medical 

School‖ that directly linked poor material conditions to ill health. ―Feeblemindedness‖ was 

simply ―the tragic consequences of low incomes.‖
158

 Furthermore, capitalism was linked with 

poor mental health. Carter claimed that modern factories endanger ―the functional integrity of the 

nervous system.‖ One in ten industrial workers suffered from mental trouble, whereas twenty 

percent had mild neuroses. In the Soviet, scientists had long been working with the trade unions 

to alleviate worker stress through practical euthenics. Many socialists were simply happier, he 

claimed, and better adjusted than their capitalist neighbours. In conclusion, he took a parting shot 

at Western psychoanalytics – a frequent target of his letters – for its intentional ignorance of 

―wage slavery‖ as a cause of mental troubles.
159

 

 Carter never missed an opportunity to savage eugenicists. On 24 May 1947, he reported 

that the research of three Americans, Drs. Kathryn Albert, Paul Hock, and Heinrich Waelsch, 

demonstrated marked improvement in mentally challenged individuals with glutamic acid.
160

 

One teen described as an ―imbecile‖ had his intelligence quotient improved by nearly twenty 

percent. After five months of therapy, a 7 year-old no longer behaved like an infant. Carter 

explained that biology and science, rather than ―mystical influences‖ of Freudian psychoanalytic 

belief would light the way.
161

 Despite his distaste for what we might term mental cures for 
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psychic trauma, Carter nevertheless lauded the theories of Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov. He, 

rather than Freud, sought a ―truly scientific … dialectical materialist concept of the mind.‖
162

 

 When the Tribune made its first foray into a rising world population in 1949, Carter once 

again cast science as saviour. By the postwar period, the paper noted that many former 

eugenicists retreated into marriage counselling,
163

 therapy, and lifestyle advice.
164

 The most 

common path for many who refused to back away from popular eugenics was to fret over the 

population of the planet. That the ―world already [had] too many people‖ was a common canard, 

he contended, pushed by a ―pseudo-scientific‖ journal called Population Bulletin. He poked at 

many scientists who predicted doom and gloom in other countries while pretending to ―stay out 

of [the] politics‖ of the debate when the core of the matter was entirely political. What else could 

it have been when President Truman ordered millions of acres of wheat destroyed? Similarly, 

excess Canadian ―potatoes are burned by the trainload [and] Ontario peaches are dumped to rot 

[as] prairie butter goes rancid in storage.‖ There existed a yawning gulf between current 

productivity and peak productivity. Farms could become more productive only under the 

rational, scientific planning of socialism.
165

 

 The Tribune embraced euthenics in discussing the world‘s rising population. On 17 July 

1950 an exciting new series by Soviet science writer M. Ilyin appeared: The Earth And Man. He 

had the daunting task of explaining overpopulation to the citizens of Canada, a sparsely 

inhabited, stable, agricultural land of plenty. Of the more than two-billion people living on earth, 

many were hungry. Famine and unrest swept the developing world. Even in the United States, 10 

million Americans could not afford sufficient food. He derided British and American scientists 
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who demanded population reduction without first examining its socially determined causes.
166

 

The next instalment presented sterilization as another poor outcome of capitalism. With minimal 

planning and maximum use of arable lands, the planet could easily be fed more than once over. 

He explained that collectivized farmers in the U.S.S.R. quadrupled agricultural production 

through simple crop rotation. ―Vast stretches of desert, tundra, and rainforest‖ could be watered, 

melted, or clear-cut into arable farmland. Regardless of which political system was used, he 

admitted that the world might one day be overpopulated.
167

 The final article examined two 

pressing problems in America: ―superfluous mouths and superfluous food.‖ Only a system with 

built-in inequality could entertain both notions at the same time, he wryly observed. Citing the 

February London Economist, he explained that the U.S. Department of Agriculture was ―busy 

dyeing some 25 to 40 million potatoes blue,‖ making them unfit for human consumption. That 

same month‘s New York Tribune Herald revealed that the U.S government was set to destroy 

some fifty million bushels of potatoes purchased from farmers as part of a multi-million dollar 

plan to protect the market. Both events challenged the assertion that the world was unable to 

produce enough food to feed its starving. He hoped that those same ―superfluous mouths‖ of the 

developing world would notice that hunger and poverty were unknown to those living under 

socialism.
168

 

Progressive euthenics countered popular eugenics in the communist paper, but when 

confronted with genetics it reached for the theories of Soviet biologist and political hero Trofim 

Lysenko. Relying upon the Lamarckian
169

 mechanisms of acquired characteristics via 
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environment, Lysenko made a conscious departure from ―reactionary and bourgeois‖ Darwinian 

theories.
170

 Explicitly rejecting Mendelian inheritance, Lysenkoism was a blend of science and 

ideology politically expedient under Stalin. Many of the wild claims and promises had more to 

do with propping up the regime than any basis in biology.
171

 Criminalized and routed, the study 

of genetics would not return to the Soviet Union until after the death of Stalin in 1953 and even 

then only in fits and starts.
172

  

Communists reached for Lysenko and Lamarck in their defense of socialism. When 

famed biologist Julian Huxley remarked that it was foolhardy to save an inferior stock of 

humanity, Labour Progressive trustee Sam Walsh countered that this was a typical ruling-class 

attempt to explain away ―unemployment [and] grinding poverty‖ due to genetic reasons. Walsh 

consciously traced this line of thinking to Nazi sterilization programs. Turning Huxley‘s 

argument on its head, Walsh relied upon Lamarckian thought when he noted that improvements 

to the current generation would invariably pass to the next. He countered Huxley‘s arguments 

with Lysenko, and boasted that Soviet science had even enabled farmers to coax wheat from the 

unforgiving Siberian barrens.
173

  

Lysenko‘s eventual downfall was as rapid as it was unexpected. After Stalin‘s death in 

1953, his successor Nikita Khrushchev softened the Party line on questions of academic freedom 

and liberty. His patron dead and his theories judged to be scientifically unsound at best, the once-
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revered Lysenko found himself abandoned en masse by communist academics.
174

 The Tribune‘s 

Moscow correspondent William Devine described the turmoil in socialist science during 

Lysenko‘s fall from grace. The Academy of Sciences of the USSR immediately committed 

resources to the study of genetics, mutations, and heredity, while the All-Union Lenin Academy 

of Agricultural Sciences relieved Lysenko of his duties indefinitely. His scientific detractors 

never denied the role of environment in biological development, but they objected to his 

rejection of proven genetic theories. Limping without a powerful patron, the famed biologist was 

felled by hybrid corn, a genetic discovery that increased crop durability and yield in most non-

Soviet countries beginning in the forties. Unable to square the reality of this achievement against 

his own crumbling theories this once unimpeachable folk hero was unseated.
175

 

The loss of Lysenko did little to detract from the Tribune‘s opposition to population 

control. Staff writer Gerald Smathers addressed the overpopulation issue by examining the 

lineage of its movement. In ―Standing Room Only?‖ he argued that Sir Charles Galton Darwin 

would think it ―quite right and proper‖ for millions to starve. The distinguished nuclear physicist 

had contended that ―poverty is biological and not [the] result of economic relationships.‖ It had 

been known for some time that educated populations tended to have lower birthrates.
176

 

Starvation and want were due to capitalism, Smathers remarked, not any inherent inferiority. He 

made the bold claim that that the population of Russia had increased by a factor of 50 since 

1800, yet some 200 million Soviet citizens knew nothing of poverty.
177

 In conclusion, he reached 
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for Marx‘s contemporary Engels as a remedy for Darwin‘s ―superfluous‖ bodies,
178

 but it was 

perhaps a far less concrete solution than Smathers had hoped for: while Engels did refer to the 

―regulation of human beings,‖ he wrote that he had no desire to give any advice on how this 

regulation was to be done.
179

 

 Alongside ―Standing Room Only‖ the paper reported on the recent findings of Dr. James 

Bonner and associates of the California Institute of Technology.
180

 He claimed that the present 

population might be fed five-hundred times over each year, if only the ―plants on land and 

water‖ were exploited properly. Most societies ate only ―cultivated plants,‖ which barely 

represented one-quarter of what was available. Nearly a billion additional acres of land, 

including algae from the oceans, could be exploited. Bonner contended that readily available 

cost-effective vegetable protein would eventually replace ―meat, milk, and eggs.‖
181

 The 

juxtaposition of the two articles was intentional. Bonner‘s study funded by the capitalists 

presented an ecological variant of world socialism. The disciples of Marx lead the way while 

those of Malthus only maintained the status quo. 

 The final word on overpopulation in the fifties belonged to women‘s writer Hazel Wigdor 

who stressed that fertility control was not the same as population control. The newspaper had 

―never opposed [the] birth control‖ that would allow workers to determine their own fertility. 

She wryly noted that population control was merely a capitalist ploy to manage the emergent 

resources and economies of Africa and Asia.
182

 

Sterilization, Panic, and the Population Bomb in the Sixties 
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 By the sixties the relationship between society and sterilization had again shifted. Many 

now desired access to voluntary sterilization as a reliable means of fertility control. Others 

sought to coerce those in the developing world to undergo the procedure in order to stem what 

some felt was a looming threat.  

 Open discussion of the population seemed to be everywhere. The school board of South 

Peel had to contend with citizens groups who argued that population control should be 

immediately added to the curriculum. One leader, Unitarian Minister Arnold Thaw, felt it would 

be a ―valuable experience for high school students.‖
183

 Aware of the topic‘s cachet, University of 

Toronto economics professor M. H. Watkins warned Star readers against frightful phrases like 

―population explosion [and] standing room only.‖ Population was a serious problem but far from 

―hopeless.‖ Mrs. George W. Cadbury, executive director of the Planned Parenthood Association 

of Toronto explained that the issue was not ―consumption but a quality of living.‖ If wealthier 

nations such as Canada were to help their less fortunate brethren, population growth would slow 

as quality of life rose.
184

 

 The gap between wealthy and poor nations was a cause for some concern. Principal of 

Glendon College, York University, and former Director of the World Bank, Escott Reid noted 

that economic growth in poor countries stumbled as their populations soared. He advocated for 

the tripling of world aid as well as birth control to demonstrate that the ―struggle against world 

poverty was not hopeless.‖
185

 Dr. C. A. D. Ringrose, President of the Planned Parenthood branch 

of Edmonton, criticized the general ignorance surrounding reproductive knowledge.
186

 

Professors Michael Barrett and Malcolm Fitz-Earle of the University of Toronto reminded Star 
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readers that battle against world hunger had more to do with the stabilization of the birth rate 

than it did agricultural advances.
187

 Pakistan was one such location attempting to reign in its 

growth rate. It was hoped that the population would level out around ninety million over the next 

decade.
188

 The Globe and Mail reported some early successes: due to the ―contraceptive loop‖ 

the populations of Formosa and South Korea were slowing.
189

 With nearly half a billion people, 

India was one of the few countries that officially advocated birth control: ambitious plans were 

laid to ask 15,000 men to undergo voluntary sterilizations, paid for by the government.
190

 

 Sterilization was increasingly viewed as a beneficial procedure, but not all Canadians 

were afforded the right of informed consent. Drs. K. G. McWhirter and J. Weijer published a 

scathing critique of the Alberta Sterlization Act in The University of Toronto Law Journal. As 

geneticists, they were deeply concerned that it largely relied upon subjective, ―personal biases‖ 

regarding desirable characteristics. Accusing it as having been set up to prey upon the 

marginalized, they explained that those most people sterilized were ―persons and families who 

are likely to be young, poor, uninfluential, and certainly unlikely to resist.‖
191

 When it was 

revealed that errors in the screening process accidentally sterilized those deemed ―fit,‖ the 

nation began to turn against the law. A lawyer as well as a geneticist, McWhirter pointed out 

that the Act was riddled with ―non-sense clauses.‖ The scientific community pilloried Alberta‘s 

legislation permitting sterilization as ―scientifically illiterate.‖ On the defensive, Alberta‘s 

Deputy Minister of Health Dr. P. B. Rose remarked that ―somebody is always sniping at us about 

that law.‖ President of the Canadian Bar Association, J. J. Saucier, felt that comparisons of 
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Alberta‘s sterilization law to those of Nazi Germany were wrong because ―Hitler was a 

madman.‖
192

 

 Leaving aside sterilization of those deemed unfit, operations undertaken purely to cease 

fertility remained illegal. One exhausted woman who wrote the Royal Commission on the Status 

of Women (RCSW) demanded to know ―why in heavens [sic] name‖ was it ―illegal for a woman 

to have a sterilization operation?‖ This mother of five explained that she had already ―done her 

duty.‖ If she found herself pregnant again, a mental breakdown was imminent, prompting her to 

ask who would care for her family in her stead.
193

 Time magazine reported that one in ten 

Americans of childbearing age had opted for sterilization as a specific means of fertility 

control.
194

 Canadian physicians were aware of their patients many requests to undergo the 

procedure. By the mid-sixties the CMA urged the courts to reconsider the laws surrounding 

voluntary sterilization.
195

 

 The debate over sterilization undertaken by Canadian doctors differed from past decades. 

Medicine had so distanced itself from its feverish demand for eugenical sterilization that by the 

early sixties, a retrospective article from 1912 was viewed as an ancient relic.
196

 Physicians were 

aware of the changing public opinion of sterilization and had to contend with patients requesting 

such a procedure. Psychatrist and reform-eugenicist
197

 Dr. C. P. Blacker revealed that ―an 

average of at least 75,000 persons of reproductive age were sterilized annually in the U.S. for the 
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purpose of limiting offspring.‖ One third of these were vasectomy. Considering the patchwork of 

legal and ethical issues, many were undertaken without much public notice.
198

 During a CMA 

meeting in the prairies Dr. A. W. Andison broached fertility control. He knew that ―no 

population explosion threatens … Canada,‖ but still he wished that his colleagues would educate 

themselves on contraception. This associate professor of obstetrics and gynaecology at the 

University of Manitoba argued that the ―liberalization of … vasectomy and tubal ligation were 

long overdue.‖
199

 

 Medicine had considerably less interest in debating the world‘s population than it did in 

sterilization. ―The population explosion is due to medical knowledge,‖ a CMAJ editorial in 1966 

explained. As a profession, doctors had contributed to population growth, so when governments 

turn to them, they ought to consult in its ongoing management. The editorial offered no precise 

solutions.
200

  

 To leftists, the problem was with those who sought to manage emergent populations, 

rather than the numbers of bodies themselves. Like many thinkers in the sixties orthodox 

Marxists came to associate ecological collapse and devastation with unthinking and resource-

hungry expansion.
201

 The elimination of capitalism would remedy resource allocation. The 

Tribune opposed mainstream thinkers, liberals, and non-radicals who found solutions in 

aggressive regimes of contraception, Western-styled management, and sexual sterilization. 
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Politicians, doctors, policy makers, and other professional population managers were accused of 

shoring up capitalism by legitimating contraception overseas.
202

 

 William Morris commented on scientific management gone amok. Explaining that Jesus 

himself could repopulate the earth, but the ―status quo would leave our behaviour just the same.‖ 

A shift in attitudes was required. Rather than taking permanent and harmful medical action on 

misunderstood and unwanted people, studying ―the ills of today would be a more sensible and 

humane task.‖
203

 The paper avoided hereditarian or surgical solutions and watched the classed, 

moneyed interests that promoted them closely.  

 By the 1960s, the open discussion of surgical solutions for social ills, at least in Canada, 

was passé for most of the political spectrum. When an Ontario magistrate clung fast to the notion 

that unwed mothers be sterilized, he was pilloried for his out of touch views.
204

 Those same ideas 

featured prominently in global population control campaigns, and it follows that the population 

bomb was given ample space in the red paper. In 1960, Norman Freed published ―Standing 

Room Only‖ using the same title and topic as Gerald Smathers had done before him in 1956. 

Julian Huxley contended that overpopulation was a ―greater danger to humanity than the atomic 

bomb.‖ How would the planet feed an additional billion people in twenty years‘ time? Freed was 

sceptical – he felt that experts were menaced more by the prediction that ―Asians‖ would 

eventually outnumber ―Europeans‖ than anything else. To the population-controlling elite, the 

wrong sort of person was being born. Freed criticized the Darwins and Huxleys of the world who 

lamented the loss of the ―old corrective forces of wars and pestilence.‖ Their dire predictions 

ignored material and technological innovation, which, he explained, was the reason that socialist 
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countries like the USSR were ―deliberately encouraging increased populations.‖
205

 The 

possibility that these countries faced a lack of accessible contraception and firm pronatalist 

policies was not considered. 

 The newspaper‘s solution to the population bomb involved socialism, but over time even 

the Tribune‘s arguments shifted somewhat. Stationed in Peking, Bert Whyte revealed that the 

population of Asia could double in twenty years. This 1962 article took a firm stance on the 

issue: rather than Malthus, the world should look to Marx who turned land and technology to the 

people‘s benefit. ―Malthusians contend that stabilization of population is the only way to avoid 

future world-wide famine,‖ whereas Marxists knew that science and technology could provide 

for an expanding population.
206

 

 Whyte again tackled the problem in his 21 June 1967 article, simply entitled 

―Population.‖ The five years between articles appears to have softened his position. While he 

juxtaposed Malthus and Marx, he ceded some ground to Malthusian arguments. Science could 

not provide indefinitely and leftists like him must admit that the ―carrying capacity of the earth 

has a limit.‖ Even with some 60 million farmers, India could not grow enough food to feed its 

nation. Likewise, overpopulation could force Asia into ―military aggression‖ to provide for her 

―teeming millions.‖ He held up the USSR as an example of success, an industrialized giant able 

to support its people. Whyte admitted that the Chinese Revolution was not a success and food 

shortages made life a daily struggle for nearly half a billion Chinese. He concluded by 

mentioning that China was embarking upon a strict regime of fertility control in partnership with 

Planned Parenthood International.
207
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 In the years between Whyte‘s two articles, the Soviet Union‘s own position on the topic 

had shifted and the Tribune followed suit. During the United Nations General Assembly in 1962, 

the USSR had balked at the resolutions on population growth calling them ―neo-Malthusian 

fallacies‖ as it abstained from the vote. A short time later, a Soviet spokesman ―at the Economic 

and Social Council … commended the UN for its work in the population field,‖ citing the serious 

problem that this matter posed for less developed countries. Whyte recommended The 

Population Crisis by the World Academy of Art and Science, for those who wished to become 

more informed on the matter.
208

 A collection of articles concerned with the economic, social, and 

political impacts that overpopulation will have upon the planet, The Population Crisis featured 

essays by famous people, including former director of the WHO Brock Chisholm, obstetrician 

and President of Planned Parenthood Alan F. Guttmacher, and industrialist-philanthropist 

Clarence J. Gamble. With a fearful introduction by Sir Julian Huxley – a name the Tribune had 

long vilified – it is curious that Whyte would recommend the text.
209

 

 The paper‘s readership responded to the articles on population control. J. Lawson of 

Kapuskasing, Ontario wrote to agree that the planet could hold many billions still, but only with 

a planned, rational economy. The pragmatic solution was to stem the tide with birth control 

today, rather than socialism tomorrow, as was being done in ―India, Japan, and China.‖
210

 In 

another letter to the editor entitled ―Birth Control Drive in India,‖ R. Sen of Toronto explained 

that Canada and the USSR did not need to worry about feeding their populations, but developing 

countries were not in this envious situation. India would overcome its challenges through 

education and access to contraceptive devices. Boasting a million ―voluntary sterilizations‖ in 
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the past year alone, India distributed some 15,000 intrauterine devices (IUD) daily. Until India 

was able to provide for its people ―population control [is] necessary to avoid hunger and 

famine.‖
211

  

Other letter writers envisaged long-range solutions. Claiming that the Earth could easily 

feed 90 billion people, N. Woodruff stated that the planet struggled to provide for its current 

population because of poor management. All problems would vanish once communism was 

universal. ―When exploitation of man by man ceases,‖ the letter concluded, ―the world will be 

found to have practically inexhaustible reserves.‖ A soaring world population was the result of 

capitalism – not a by-product of the natural world.
212

 

 T. Small of Ottawa objected to Malthusian arguments. ―Marxists have long ago exploded 

the theories of Malthus, particularly his contention that over-population engenders 

underdevelopment.‖ To them, to plan for population growth was ―simply common sense.‖ Those 

with long-range plans, like the USSR, would not experience a ―population glut for at least 

another century.‖ The penalty for not thinking about over-population today meant that ―our 

descendants will suffer‖ tomorrow.
213

 That many people prescribed contraceptive solutions was 

noteworthy as they appeared during the final days of the 1892 Criminal Code‘s proscription on 

advertising reproductive technologies.   

 A chorus of differing ideas and opinions was to be found in the articles and letters to the 

Tribune on the topic of population control. Nevertheless, the CPC was reacting slowly to the 

changing world around it. An energized protest movement containing youth, new leftists, 

feminists, and those opposed to colonialism swept the country taking the debate much further 

                                                 
211

 Letter to the editor, ―Birth Control Drive in India,‖ CT 4 April 1966, 11. 
212

 Letter to the editor, ―Earth Will Feed 90 Billion People When Socialism Harnesses Science,‖ CT, 28 June 1965, 

11. 
213

 Letter to the editor, T. Small, ―The Problem of Over-Population,‖ CT, 13 December 1965, 11. 



138 

 

than the paper was willing or able to. Student activists criticized those who wanted to prune the 

third world, largely targeting poor, non-white, labouring populations.
214

 The editors of the Birth 

Control Handbook (1968) included discussions of the Zero Population Group (ZPG), which they 

claimed was linked to monopoly capital.
215

 Poverty in developing countries was not due to 

sudden rise in their populations, but rather due to American hunger for world resources. Feingold 

and Cherniak called these policies the neo-colonial machinations of wealthy whites over poor 

non-whites.
216

 These events bore a striking resemblance to the underprivileged groups that had 

been targeted by state-sanctioned eugenic dragnets in the Canadian prairies during the thirties. 

 Paul Ehrlich‘s The Population Bomb (1968) became a bestseller. The biologist author 

portended disaster unless voluntary population control was adopted. Failure to do so would result 

in three calamitous outcomes; first, repressive measures that stripped individuals of their 

freedom; second, a miserable planet choked with bodies; third, rapid extinction due to resource 

collapse.
217

 Considering that Erlich later published these outcomes as works of fiction, his 

predictions may have been more dramatic than was justified.
218

  

 Michael Smith contextualizes the cultural panic over the population as brief and 

expected. Gallup polling in 1965 indicated that that Americans ranked concerns over the 

population well below ―international communism, crime, and racism,‖ but population control 

advocates tended to be wealthy, persuasive, and media-savvy, and linked it to many pressing 

social issues. Overpopulation became an aspect of hot topics like ―crime, racial tension, and even 
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clean water.‖ They emphasized how future generations – or innocent children – would pay the 

price for failure to act.
219

 

Conclusion 

 Most historical actors who drew upon ―eugenics‖ had only a vague understanding of its 

meaning. This ignorance added to the veneer of scientific legitimacy. ―Eugenicist‖ arguments 

came from both the well-heeled Bay St. banker, who fretted over the rising Francophone 

population or labour unrest, and the maternal feminist, who argued that birth control would make 

families healthier. Eugenic arguments were deployed during the events of the Eastview Birth 

Control Trial in order to ―rescue‖ society from the fertility of the working poor.
220

 Many felt that 

as hereditary ills were incurable, preventing the births of children destined for misery was the 

humane thing to do; others argued that the sterilized would be harmless and more susceptible to 

―order and self-control.‖
221

 Regardless of how it was deployed, eugenics implied a system of 

―evaluative logic‖ which animated all its appearances, whether political movement or scientific 

belief.
222

 

 Predicated upon enforcing discipline upon the same groups that tended to make up their 

rank and file, communists had little to gain by supporting popular eugenics. While the CPC 

could support elements of eugenics, it vastly preferred euthenical solutions to biological ills. 

Further, communists‘ earliest interrogations of eugenics were prompted by the scientific, futurist 

gloss that many believed it to possess. Eugenics‘ adoption by mainstream and right-wing actors 

caused the militant left to redouble its efforts in opposing eugenics in thought and practice.  
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 The relationship between Canadian communists and eugenics changed significantly over 

time. Some early revolutionaries wrote to the Woman Worker with arguments for the betterment 

of the nation‘s women couched in eugenic terms, invoking the spectre of racial degeneracy to 

sell their arguments. By the forties and onward, however, the Canadian Tribune specifically 

rejected eugenic arguments in favour of euthenical ones in its demands for slum clearance, the 

public treatment of venereal disease, or day nurseries, for example.
223

 The rejection of eugenics 

culminated in the sixties when the CPC unilaterally condemned the population control 

movement, claiming it was guided by big business and the American State Department. 

Population controllers were viewed with a mixture of hesitation and disdain. Communists 

advocated agrarian reforms and rational planning against market-driven imperatives that 

conspired to ―manage‖ the people of the emerging world. As time wore on, the Party recognized 

that perhaps something needed to be done about the world‘s population. While its solutions were 

unfailingly ideological and closely aligned with Soviet interests, this shift demonstrates at least 

some diversity within the party. 

In the eugenics debates, biological determinants played a lead role. Unlike its mainstream 

counterparts, the early left press placed equal importance upon the social determinants as it 

stressed class-based, cultural factors in a way that complimented its politics. In this same vein, 

many fears arose around the negative effects that issues like war, broken homes, and American-

styled consumerism would have upon the development of young Canadians. Championing 

socially determined outcomes of health and wellbeing, the CPC spent significant resources 

investigating juvenile delinquency, the topic of the next chapter.  
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Chapter Five: Juvenile Delinquency and Changing Morality 

 

Introduction 

 The early twentieth century witnessed significant concerns over the upbringing of 

children in many Westernized nations. Crimes, moral and otherwise, that were perpetrated by 

youth were especially painful for worried onlookers who believed that the fate of the nation 

rested with children. Should too many youngsters fall prey to crime, vice, or other immoral 

influences, the collapse of orderly society was all but assured.
1 
Many viewed the perceived rise 

in youth disobedience as the canary in the coal mine. Compounding the issue was the 

contemporary transformations from all quarters in the ways that society dealt with childhood. 

The relationship between children and medicine fundamentally shifted.
2
 New forms of public 

education helped cement the cultural norms of the nation.
3
 Significant resources were spent on 

determining how ‗adult‘ laws on criminality and immorality should apply to the ‗new‘ legal 

category of ―young offender.‖
4
  

 Alarms were raised over youth dwelling in what were felt to be hazardous environments. 

Discussions of delinquency and decline were frequently motivated by middle class concerns and 

sensibilities; the people deemed most vulnerable often came from a working class background. 

From the middle of the nineteenth century, angst linking social degeneracy and the working-class 

body have been almost cyclical. Whatever the perceived source – horror comics, fast food, penny 

theatres, video games, or ―Gangsta rap‖ – these media panics tended to follow predictable 

                                                 
1
 Peter King and Joan Noel, ―The Origins of ‗The Problem of Juvenile Delinquency‘: The Growth of Juvenile 

Prosecutions in London in the Late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries,‖ Criminal Justice History 14 (1993): 

17-41 
2
 Commacchio, Nations Are Built of Babies; ―No Baby, No Nation: A History of Pediatrics,‖ in Jacalyn Duffin, 

History of Medicine: A Scandalously Short Introduction (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), 341-74. 
3
 McLaren,―The Creation of a Haven for ‗Human Thoroughbreds‘,‖ 128-30. 

4
 D. Owen Carrigan, Juvenile Delinquency in Canada: A History (Concord, ON: Irwin Publishing, 1998); and Barry 

C. Feld, Bad Kids: Race and the Transformation of the Juvenile Court (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 



142 

 

patterns.
5
 Stanley Cohen described this reaction as a moral panic, or an intense reaction to a 

perceived threat of change within the established social order.
6
 Stuart Hall noted that the causal 

chain between class and delinquency was ―not so much incorrect as uncorrected,‖ and it relied 

upon judgment that privileged personal experience, popular opinion, and peer testimony above 

all others.
7
 Mariana Valverde observed that moral panic can be viewed as the location where the 

fault lines of ―class, gender, sexuality, and race‖ endlessly jostle with one another.
8
 

 Canadian investigations into juvenile delinquency reveal a thriving historiography that 

includes studies on the surveillance of the poor,
9
 the paternalistic nature of the courts,

10
 

eugenics,
11

 homosexuality,
12

 sexual assault,
13

 and the uneven manner through which delinquency 

was linked to young men
14

 and women.
15

 Well documented are movements related to moral 

regulation,
16

 social and religious reforms,
17

 professional psychology,
18

 jurisprudence,
19

 mental 
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hygiene
20

 and their impact upon those deemed unfit. Regional studies on these matters address 

Quebec,
21

 Ontario,
22

  and the Maritimes.
23

 

 The recent recognition of comic books and graphic novels as valuable educational tools 

for children enables us to overlook the conflict that surrounded the emergence of these new 

media; intensely politicized, comics were at one time linked to the fate of the nation. The 

condemnation of new media and delinquency came from all across the political spectrum, yet the 

Communist Party of Canada (CPC) had its own reasons to worry about what appeared to be an 

American invasion: future generations raised on red-baiting media would be lost to socialist 

politics forever. Many recognized that Canadians were slowly warming to American interests.
24

 

This research weighs mainstream and medical publications against the publication of the CPC to 

determine the distance (if any) between these political actors. In this chapter, I investigate the 

CPC position on the causes and prevention of juvenile delinquency during and after the postwar 

period, highlighting how it presented its position to a nation that was disinclined to heed 

communist voices.  

Juvenile Delinquency in Canada 

Youth crime and delinquency have always existed. One year prior to becoming involved 

in the Upper Canada Rebellion, physician Charles Duncombe commented on the ―ragged and 

uncleanly‖ children of schooling age whom he saw huddled along the streets of Toronto. He 

wondered how a ―Christian community‖ would permit such injustice to continue.
25

 A growing 
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number of historians situate a significant shift in the treatment of youth a few years later, during 

the Victorian era.
26

 Urban critics began to charge working-class youth with the social and moral 

decay of the city, and they pressured authorities to act.
27

 The assault on delinquency was fought 

on many fronts. Early reforms included the increased numbers of women police officers, better 

surveillance and anti-crime technologies, and the establishment of the juvenile courts.
28

 A 

circularity permeated the reformers‘ certainty: through social uplift the next generation would, in 

turn, shore up and defend a well-ordered society.
29

  

 The passage of the Juvenile Delinquents Act of Canada (1908) signaled three things.
30

 

First, a widespread recognition grew that delinquent youth should be spared the sad 

consequences of an adult-oriented penal system. Second, the notion spread that children can and 

should be ‗saved‘ from a life of criminality. Third, the public understood that the overwhelming 

majority of youth were not predestined for a life of crime and deviance. The Act defined ―child‖ 

as a youth under 16, a cultural recognition that this was the age during which attitudes could be 

shaped and altered before settling in adulthood.
31

 The courts attempted to strike a balance 

between punishment and rehabilitation for youth offenders,
32

 but paths to reform were influenced 

by the gendered norms of the era. Young women‘s reproducibility aside, only young men truly 
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―held the promise of the future.‖
33

 The troubled lad was felt to be ―in danger, rather than 

dangerous,‖
34

 unlike his wayward sister who physically embodied delinquency.
 35

 

 Doug Owram has explained that the Second World War introduced unparalleled 

instability to homes, families, and communities.
36

 Although juvenile delinquency was ‗known‘ 

prior to the forties,
37

 it was mostly overlooked until the postwar upheaval. In this context, 

delinquency came to be associated with sex, drugs, and crime, but in reality, most of it entailed 

minor infractions against the established social order, such as vandalism, or disengagement from 

civic and domestic life. Stable labour and housing markets, a thriving consumer economy, and a 

robust welfare state marked the ―return‖ to traditional domesticity.
38

 Given increased leisure and 

autonomy, concerned onlookers feared that an entire generation of youth might be too pampered 

to resist the many temptations of the modern world. Boys might grow up effete and un-manly, 

unfit for industrial jobs, military service, and fatherhood, while girls would become rebellious 

and engage in unsanctioned sexual relations, ruining them for marriage, motherhood, and 

domesticity.
39

 Common sense held that extreme cases of dysfunction lead to crime, drug use, 

sexual deviance, or communism.
40

  

  The red scare never came to Canada with the force that it did within the United States, 

but Canadian communists still had plenty to fear. After a 1940 Order-in-Council declared the 
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CPC illegal, it reformed as the Labour Progressive Party (LPP); however, the state continued to 

hound it.
41

 The RCMP, for example, actively linked communism to moral weakness and 

immaturity as part of a Cold War effort to stamp out political risks.
42

 Scholars have demonstrated 

that the campaigns against so-called sexual deviancy, which ranged from homosexuality to 

unsanctioned heterosexuality, were also woven into larger concerns over national security.
43

 This 

heightened scrutiny explains why communists of this era tried to appear less confrontational and 

more aligned with mainstream values despite their obvious ideological incompatibilities. 

 The return to a domestic ideal in the postwar was so powerful that it swayed the CPC, 

arguably the one group who desired to overturn it the most. Communists worried about what 

middle-class reformers were attempting to do with their children. The CPC‘s moral panic was 

rooted in fear of American capitalism subverting Canadian values and the inability to 

disseminate socialist ideals to the next generation.
44

 Leaning on anti-American sentiments 

connected the communists and their larger efforts closer to mainstream Canadian values—an 

important stance during a time when worries over an American cultural takeover soared.
45

  

 These fears were not entirely unfounded: by the 1950s, nearly four in five periodicals at 

Canadian newsstands were American.
46

 Many people deplored the low quality of American 

media pouring into the country to be gobbled up by eager Canadian youth. Variously termed 

―crime,‖ ―sex,‖ or ―horror‖ comics, cheap pulps thrilled young readers, but were pathologized as 
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deviant and degenerate art by most adults. After a high profile homicide involving two ―comic-

addicted boys,‖
47

 a private member‘s bill, known as the Fulton Amendment and drafted by E. D. 

Fulton MP [PC, Kamloops, BC], would ban the sale, importation, and publication of crime 

comics in Canada. Described by one historian as the product of ―personal experience and gut 

reaction,‖
48

 the legislation intellectually relied upon the writings of an anti-comics activist, Dr. 

Fredric Wertham. His text The Seduction of the Innocent (1954), was an exercise in public health 

to combat social decay amongst youth.
49

 It was an instant hit.
50

 Many had cast Wertham as an 

out-of-touch professional seeking to impose a Puritan stamp upon youth culture; however, recent 

studies rehabilitate his memory, by suggesting that he labored within the traditions of the 

Frankfurt school and its Marxist critique of mass media. He becomes less an anti-comic villain 

and more a sympathetic, if unpopular character.
51

 

 In response to the backlash the comic industry underwent significant changes. A weighty 

Comics Code was self-imposed to fend off the worst of the charges, and by the fifties, comics 

began to champion fantastical heroes who operated along morally unambiguous lines. Reformers 

breathed a sigh of relief, but ironically the biggest winner of this reformation was the comic 

industry itself – the fifties were a ‗Golden Age‘ in more ways than one.
52

 

Heredity, Morality, and the Second World War: Juvenile Delinquency in the Forties 
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 The social demands of the Second World War threw Canadian society into a tailspin. 

Fathers were absent due to the war, while mothers entered the workforce en masse. This left 

youth with more free time outside of the home and away from the influence of the family.  These 

changes threatened the traditional core of Canadian society, but were accepted as a necessary 

condition for victory. Those that did not pull their weight were seen as a threat to national 

wellbeing; delinquent youth carried the additional mark against them in that they embodied the 

failure of Canadian values. 

 The Star boosted the ideas of precocious teen Ruth Clifton. The eighteen year old began 

discussions with her community about idle youth, who in turn converted a local warehouse into a 

space for children to ―dance and play.‖
53

 In their own words, troubled youth complained of 

having nothing to do. They had no ―gym or swimming pool,‖ or a place to ―dance.‖ Churches 

and social workers took notice, hoping to work within communities to give children wholesome 

places to ―meet, and carry on organized programs.‖
54

 Former Young Men‘s Christian 

Association (YMCA) official David Nicholson chided parents and officials for ignoring boys‘ 

needs in particular. Male youth were restless, mindful of their peers, and bound to get into 

mischief without guidance. ―Gangs‖ of boys became ―clubs‖ dedicated to sport, civic activities, 

or recreation. Rather than ordering them about, Nicholson said he and his peers engaged in 

dialogue and helped to locate the appropriate resources for the young men.
55

 Others felt that this 

activity may have the opposite effect – Toronto Mayor McCallum argued against the opening of 

Sunday baseball, for fear that it would lower morals and increase delinquency.
56

 The paper 

pointed to adults rather than children as the main educators of bad behavior. A man was 
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sentenced to six months at the Ontario reformatory on the charge of ―contributing to juvenile 

delinquency.‖ The presiding Morality Officer Clarence Preston claimed to have heard him 

swearing over a loud radio while in his private residence.
57

 

 Just prior to the panic surrounding delinquency – and one month before Canada declared 

war – Globe regular J. V. McAree admitted that most delinquents turned out well. The Big 

Brothers Movement explained that given time, patience, and enough second chances, most 

unruly boys ended up as employed, family men.
58

 His sentiment would vanish from that paper by 

the mid-forties. For the most part, the Globe took a law-and-order approach to the problem. J. 

Goodwin knew that ―crime pictures‖ harmed adults and children. The ill tide could be broken 

only by adopting ―Christian principals in both home and government.‖
59

 Ken MacTaggart 

explained that wartime conditions gave teenaged girls ―little home life and too much freedom.‖ 

In their wanderings, they sought and presumably infected military men with venereal diseases. 

Even policing of areas that soldiers were known to frequent had failed. One unnamed officer 

complained that if parents were simply more truthful with their daughters about the dangers of 

sex and infection, many youths might be spared.
60

 By 1943 Commissioner of Provincial Police 

William Stringer reported that rates of juvenile delinquency were up 69% from the year prior.
61

 

―If we are to have non-delinquent children, we must first have non-delinquent homes,‖ explained 

Toronto‘s Chief Constable Draper. Much was said about what church and schools could 

accomplish, but many knew that the nation‘s home life had to be regenerated.
62

 ―Crime and sex 

movies,‖ combined with ―radio thrillers and sensational news coverage‖ spelled disaster for 
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societal wellbeing.
63

 Punishment was one of the primary means of realigning wayward morals. 

One letter writer commended the ―ordering of lashes and the strap‖ for youth convicted of armed 

robbery and bemoaned parents who ―interfere unnecessarily where just punishment has been 

meted out by the school teacher.‖ Wily children were quick to take advantage of soft-hearted 

adults.
64

 

 Delinquency should be the domain of the doctor, rather than the church, the state, or the 

courts, Evelyn Molson Russel wrote the CMAJ. Juvenile delinquents, like prostitutes and 

intemperance, were ―really cases for our medical men, rather than for our judges and their 

courts.‖
65

 As part of their ―medical citizenship,‖ newly minted doctors were informed that they 

were responsible for the ―juvenile delinquency problems of [their] communit[ies].‖
66

 

 The linkage between troubled youth and mental deficiency was also suggested in the 

CMAJ early on.
67

 Another article touched on the poor quality of person appearing on Canadian 

shores. Crowding hospitals and asylums, these low grade individuals would provoke an ―increase 

in crime and juvenile delinquency.‖ It was up to the medical profession to remedy the situation.
68

 

Dr. C. H. Gundry similarly poked at immigrants. Children of ―foreign parents‖ often get caught 

in between cultures and many cases of ―juvenile delinquency and neuroticism this factor is 

present.‖
69

 In time, medical opinion veered closer to sociology than heredity. In ―Wartime 

Pressures‖ Dr. D. Ewen Cameron noted that absence of parents in the home, crowded conditions, 
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and under-staffed schools were what steered youth toward delinquent activity.
70

 Cameron was 

later discredited for his CIA-funded research on brain-washing using his mentally ill as test 

subjects; victims were compensated by the Canadian government.
71

 

 As with many Canadians, the CPC felt that youth without family supervision were in 

harm‘s way. Having sought to inculcate a collectivist spirit in Canadian youth, communists 

worried that the next generation was at risk of disengaging from society and being led astray by 

capitalist values unsuitable to their socialist project. The Second World War had hardly begun 

and already concerns over rising delinquency rates filled the radical paper. 

 ―A Social Worker‖ writing to the Tribune urged society not to view wayward youth as 

criminals but rather ―misdirected and misguided‖ children. She or he wondered if organizations 

like Big Brothers and Big Sisters, foster homes, or the Working Boys‘ Home were doing enough, 

as the rates of delinquency doubled in the Toronto Family Court during 1940 alone. Absentee 

working mothers, a ―lack of fatherly supervision,‖ and inadequate recreational activities were 

blamed for the rise in ―truancy and petty thievery.‖ Why not follow better examples overseas? 

The letter-writer commented that the Soviet swept nearly a million listless teens into a ―State 

Labour Reserve‖ that kept them occupied with paid work, travel, and skills training. In contrast 

Canada did little to ―harness the energy, initiative, and enthusiasm‖ of its youth.
72

 

 The Tribune reported that the National Committee of the Young Women‘s Christian 

Association (YWCA) had struck a commission on Canadian Youth to locate community-minded 

solutions.
73

 A few months later Beatrice Ferneyhough pored over the results. She blamed the war 

for a rise in ―truancy,‖ ―restlessness,‖ and ―petty crime,‖ and explained that greedy employers 
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exploited working class youth because toothless labour laws did nothing. Young women were 

particularly vulnerable. The ―pin-up girl‖ phenomenon encouraged them to view themselves as 

responsible for troop morale and male entertainment, with sadly predictable results: only a cruel 

society would blame a girl for a ―high school pregnancy‖ while it intentionally withheld sex 

education. Compounding matters was the fact that the Toronto School Board‘s Mental Hygiene 

Division housed only one part-time psychiatrist for elementary schoolchildren and none in 

secondary schools, ―where the knotty problems of adolescence emerge.
74

 

 The issue became magnified during the high profile trial and subsequent execution of an 

American boy.  One 24 June 1944 Mrs. Mary Holbrook of Oshawa wrote to the Tribune to decry 

the national embarrassment that Canadians had to watch ―shamefacedly and see a 15 year-old 

boy sentenced to the gallows.‖
75

 She was referring to George Stinney, a black youth accused of 

murder who would become the youngest person to be legally executed in the United States 

during the twentieth century.
76

 His ten minute trial and execution were vacated some 70 years 

after his death in 2014,
77

 but coverage like this increasingly linked dysfunctional youth with 

crime and murder. Holbrook blamed no one category or group: even religious youth easily found 

trouble if left alone. Rather than seeking revenge, adults should foster development with ―public 

nurseries, kindergartens, playgrounds.‖
78

 

 Shortly before the end of the war an anonymous physician wrote to dispel the suggestion 

that delinquency was linked to comic books. He or she claimed that parental disapproval only 

drove children to comic books at a greater rate. Children were far more savvy than most people 
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thought: they recognized the violence caused by ―bad guys,‖ who used guns, knives, and 

drugged needles; and they cheered on the ―forces of good,‖ who used bare fists, brains, and 

superpowers save society. Youth could easily distinguish the heroes from the villains and were 

not being ―taken for a ride.‖ Fixation on comics distracted from the actual causes of emotional 

disturbance that may have plagued youngsters.
79

 

 The Tribune discussed what it felt to be the main cause of delinquency. Citing a recent 

publication of the Canadian Youth Commission on delinquents
80

, the paper reported that those 

aged from 15 to 24 years suffered from a lack of recreational facilities in most urban 

communities with populations under 350,000 – i.e., most of Canada. Few municipalities had 

recreational budgets rarely amounting to more than fifty-six cents per capita. Some larger 

municipalities boasted ―school playgrounds and parks,‖ but adults and non-students were 

welcome only in summer with prior approval.
81

 The paper also discussed the classed dimensions 

of delinquency: eighty percent of ―juvenile delinquents come from slums and unhealthy 

dwellings,‖ ten per cent are homeless, and one in twenty have no indoor toilets. The paper 

demanded that public authorities solve ―the job that private enterprise is not able to.‖
82

  

The paper maintained a strong theme of class-based analysis of delinquency as it actively 

swatted away hereditarian causes.
83

 An 8 July 1947 article on ―tough‖ kids cautioned that most 

problem children were not ―born that way.‖ Congenital traits were not ―majority factors in 

determining whether [children] will be ‗good‘ or ‗bad.‘‖ Even good material conditions were 

meaningless if no one cared for the child; the paper reminded readers of popular progressive 
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social scientists like Frederic Thrasher and Clifford Shaw, who in decades past had successfully 

located the classed contours of poverty.
84

 Remarking upon the classed divide, the paper noted 

that middle-class youth could avoid the labels ―delinquent‖ or ―incorrigible,‖ and they were 

spared the worst of the penal system. Working-class youths would end up in court, whereas 

wealthier children usually did not. ―Tough kids‖ could be found everywhere, but their 

treatments, or punishments, were decided by social class.
85

 

 Voices addressing the classed nature of the panic were a staple of the 1940s Tribune. 

William Brown-Forbes lamented how every so often some ―peanut brain appoints himself 

guardian of public thought and morals.‖ The managing editor of a short-lived Canadian 

periodical called Science Fiction (1941-1942), Forbes mocked the fashionable claim that film, 

radio, and comics seduced their audiences into crime and delinquency. All comics ever 

compelled him to do was to desire a woman like the voluptuous Daisy Mae of L‘il Abner fame. 

With identical films shown ―in well-to-do suburbia‖ and ―flea-pit movie houses in the slums,‖ 

only the poor audience was considered delinquent. The self-righteous had always managed to 

overlook ―slum clearance, nursery schools and free hot lunches, community centres [and] decent 

wages‖ in combatting crime and poverty.
86

 For him, comics were harmless. 

 The Tribune was not against showcasing the views of those leftists with whom it 

disagreed. It printed an excerpt of a speech delivered by Hollywood starlet Gale Sondergaard at 
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the First Unitarian Church in Los Angeles in support of her husband, artist Edward Biberman.
 87

 

She explained that the dreadful images in crime comics, films, and radio of ―murders, suicides, 

arsonists [alongside] drug addicts [and] gangsters,‖ erected a ―barrier‖ between her and her 

children. But without a serious effort to tie youth into ―a social whole of a real community‖ an 

entire generation would be lost. Society needed to abandon the ―get tough program‖ and replace 

it with one to make all children‘s lives meaningful.
88

 While Forbes-Brown and Sondergaard 

disagreed on how best to address unruly youth, they shared political ideals and agreed that 

society would lose if it exchanged progressive community values for ones far more aggressive, 

isolating, and predicated on consumption. 

 The rivalry between the newsprint titans flooded Toronto‘s streets with questionable 

content and low morals. ―The staid old Orange Tory Telegram … set about to out-sensationalize 

the super-sensational Toronto Star,‖ wrote John Stewart, complaining of the mainstream papers. 

Much ink was spilled on poverty, sex, or tragedy for profit; yet newspaper editors donated nary 

―a line of space to demand correction of the condition about which they write.‖ Their flagrant, 

profit-driven desires ensured that ―murderers [and] sex maniacs‖ greeted youth in the comics 

section, but the denigration of communism was far more insidious. In one reprinted pulp, Steve 

Canyon battled the villainous People‘s Army of China: the armed and violent Yankee would 

―win back China for the glory of Wall Street.‖ Each paper outdid itself in ―lies, distortions, and 

evasions‖ as it attempted to become more red-baiting and warlike than the other.
89
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 Stewart placed the Canadian Tribune as the most effective ―antidote for this poisonous 

garbage,‖
90

 but the paper sometimes indulged in the same behavior. During the summer of 1947, 

readers were titillated by the communist paper‘s own sensationalist coverage of the ―perverted, 

sadistic, sexual passion‖ of a wealthy young couple. The two libertines murdered the girl‘s 

parents at sea, dynamited their boat, and then made for shore to dine on burgers. Progressive or 

not, the Tribune was not immune to circulation-boosting sensation.
91

 

 The Tribune‘s opinion on the causes of juvenile delinquency swung to and fro during the 

decade; however, by the end of the forties it came out firmly against ―crime comics.‖ So 

convinced was the CPC that many Party notables including Norman Penner backed Tory-

authored Fulton Amendment.
92

 Penner leaned upon popular discussions that came out of a 19 

March 1948 symposium held in New York City by the Association for the Advancement of 

Psychotherapy and featuring American psychologist Frederic Wertham. Called ―The 

Psychopathology of Comic Books‖ many anti-comic experts used this event as a vehicle to air 

their views on the comic book phenomenon.
93

 According to Penner, Wertham claimed that in 

less than a decade, crime comic production had risen from none in the mid-thirties to 720 million 

in the United States alone. Assuming one ―violent pictorial‖ per page, a youth born in 1938 will 

have observed nearly 18,000 images of ―beatings, shootings, stranglings, blood puddles, and 

torturings-to-death.‖
94

 Penner accused the left of abandoning the issue. ―Glorifying brutality is 
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no accident,‖ and, in fact, it was part of the ―monstrous war aims of American imperialism.‖ He 

urged all to struggle against the ―Yankee gangsterism‖ currently poisoning Canadian minds.
95

  

 The slow boiling anti-Americanism that the paper displayed was a common facet of 

Canadian national expression at the time: mobilizing against the perceived American cultural 

invasion and fretting over Canadian identity.
96

 A national cultural strategy was established in 

1949 with the Royal Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences, 

known as the Massey Commission. Largely geared to middle class tastes, this intervention had 

little effect on popular culture. The working-class consumer was catered to by a vast American 

market.
97

 

Crime Comics and the Cold War: Communist Moral Panic in the Fifties 

 The fifties began with crime comics as public enemy number one in the minds of most 

people.
98

 Canada was simply one of many countries, including Great Britain, France, Germany, 

China, and the Soviet Union, that linked comic books with juvenile delinquency.
99

 Similar to 

communists in France,
100

 Britain,
101

 and the United States,
102

 members of the CPC worried that 

cheap, low grade comics would inoculate Canadian youth from socialism forever. 

 The 20 March 1950 Tribune ran a front page story decrying the ―gutter morals‖ reflected 

in the Toronto Daily Star‘s comic offerings. Few comics were fit to read, while the majority of 

celebrated ―vicious crime and brutality,‖ and were ―so morally decadent as to be disgusting to 
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decent people.‖
103

 The CPC took the threat of crime comics so seriously that the National 

Federation of Labour Youth (NFLY), in concert with the LPP tried to launch its own paper 

aimed at youth, Champion (1951-75).
104

 The paper‘s editors Danny Daniels and Charles Fine 

challenged R. K. Vogan, graduate student at Ontario College of Education and expert with the 

Toronto Board of Education. Vogan had established the Board position that comics were 

harmless. Fine and Daniels accused him of attempting to ―whitewash‖ the issue. They also 

protested the recent lifting of the ban against American comics, and they named at least a dozen 

comics that ―led directly to juvenile murders and moral degeneration.‖
105

 Not against comics per 

se, Fine and Daniels opposed those materials that could ―only damage a young person‘s mental 

and emotional health.‖ Whatever their political stripe, defenders of public morality faced an 

uphill battle: the Tribune claimed that in Canada alone comics were a $52 million dollar 

industry.
106

 John Bell estimated that some 60 million comics were printed each month during the 

fifties.
107

  

 The commentary from a 2 January 1950 hints at why the paper was panicked about pulps. 

Toronto newspaper baron C. George McCullagh, who owned both the Globe and the Telegram, 

applauded the government‘s recent action against crime comics. As the ban applied to comic 

books and not his newspapers, it harmed McCullagh‘s competition more than anyone else. The 

Tribune noted that because the new law moved against both crime and ―propaganda comic 

books,‖ it might be used to harass its own overtly political offerings.
108

 In that same issue, 

children‘s columnist Vera Morris complained that the legislation gave mothers the frustrating 
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task of trying to prevent children from reading – even the heroes tended to leave an appallingly 

high body count in their wake. Where were the ―builders, the explorers,‖ or the ―thousands of 

real-life heroes‖ who could lead to society away from becoming more war-like, isolationist, and 

unforgiving, she wondered.
109

  

 Parents and teachers increasingly struck at comics. Margaret Reeve charged that they 

gave a ―false and shallow impression of love and sex generally.‖ They were totally ―[un]suited to 

our teen agers.‖ Most comics were ―harmful [to the] mental and emotional health of our 

children,‖ and did nothing to promote a ―Canadian way of life‖
110

 Her final point reveals the 

Cold War tensions that lurked beneath the surface of her condemnation of comics: most were 

imported from the United States.
111

 Violence and delinquency became synonymous with 

American attitudes. Early May of 1951 brought news of a vicious, sexual assault and murder of a 

young girl by four boys in the heart of working class Toronto.
112

 CPC leader Leslie Morris 

fumed that little was being done to check the obvious source of the problem as apathetic courts 

became interested only after tragedy had struck. He blamed the invasion of ―American films, 

comics, and radio programs‖ that intentionally provokes ―racism, [the] worship of violence [and] 

cheapens womanhood and elevates physical thrills and obscenities.‖ Radio programs like Johnny 

Dollar, The Shadow, and True Detective enthralled youngsters. The corner store close to where 

the fatal attack occurred was described as a wellspring of corruption. Morris claimed it sold 27 

types of low-grade magazines sporting ―lurid covers invariably portraying gagged and bound 

girls, [and] desperadoes with drawn guns or similar suggestions of violent sensationalism.‖ More 

than fifty smaller but equally offensive pulps featured stories of ―crime, terror, superman 
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violence, distorted sex‖ that were as racist as they were anti-worker. He wondered why 

authorities were so lax when it came to taking action.
113

 

 The paper‘s editorial board agreed. ―Citizens of Toronto and London have been horrified 

and angered by the rape and murder of a child and a school girl‖ the paper fumed. They hoped 

that anger would not cool until staid governments were forced to act. Matters were only made 

worse by Toronto‘s two evening papers, each ―competing with the other in sensational and 

hysterical headlines, lurid pictures and stories.‖ The Tribune called for an end to this ―comic 

book sensationalism,‖ alongside ―disgraceful ‗girlie‘ magazines,‖ and other media that incited 

―lust and brutality.‖ The solution was simple: the public should ask the government to ―put this 

filth in the garbage cans and keep it there.‖
114

 

As the panic spread, the perception grew that mainstream newspapers were becoming just 

as bad as the youth comics. Things heated up as the Tribune reported on a gang of hoodlums 

under the sway of American detective comics. Over a dozen Orillia ―teen-agers‖ influenced by a 

comic about the Ku Klux Klan donned black hoods and engaged in a spree of gas-theft, 

vandalism, and break-ins, only to be thumped by police, parents, and religious leaders. The 

Tribune appeared to have been upset more by the Toronto Telegram‘s sensationalized coverage 

accusing the gang of crimes that they had not committed.
115

 Resident humourist Mel Colby 

agreed with Saturday Night editor, R. A. Farquharson, who had dryly observed that ―a paper 

without crime, without sex, without violence, is a specialized journal which fails to reflect the 

news of the day.‖
116
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The Tribune editors argued that delinquency could be solved, if only Canadians would 

look to how it was treated under communism. In the German Democratic Republic (GDR) 

materials deemed ―worthless or harmful‖ were simply outlawed. Passed on 15 September 1955, 

new legislation in the GDR banned a lengthy list of materials that promoted hatred, violence, 

fascism, ―sexual excesses,‖ and anything harmful to a child‘s ―mental or moral development.‖
117

 

When she visited the GDR, Sonya Morris explained that youth under socialism were too 

preoccupied with building a worker‘s paradise to care about toys and trinkets –  a half-million 

sober-minded Soviet youth had recently transformed 30 million acres of brush into arable 

farmland. Rather than leering at ghoulish delights, she had seen two boys ―noses pressed to the 

window‖ poring over ―technical and educational‖ magazines.
118

 

 The Tribune showcased what a successful plan of political action might look like. On 15 

October 1954 it covered a prairie conference, called by the attorney-general of Alberta to discuss 

what appeared to be an imminent American invasion. Delegates included concerned stakeholders 

from civic, educational, religious, and women‘s groups. The LPP had not been invited, but it 

pressured officials to be let in. The conference unanimously passed a resolution to oppose 

―crime, sex, horror, and war comics‖ and the broadcast of deleterious materials on film, 

television, and radio. Speaking on behalf of the LPP, Ben Swankey urged the assembly to 

pressure federal authorities into legislating against the offensive materials. He wrote to the 

Tribune about his success: two west coast distributors would drop forty of the worst comics. 

Vancouver Magazine Service would no longer carry Baffling Mysteries, Tomb of Terror, and 

Tales from the Crypt; these had more to do with horror than sex or violence.
119
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The CPC emphasized the connection between juvenile delinquency and the everyday 

struggles of its readers. Margaret Reeves polled the opinion of the ―man on the street‖ and found 

that people feared the geographic origins of comics as much as their content. A Mrs. E. McCaul 

explained that violent comics ―make a child‘s mind lazy‖ with their ―American sensationalism.‖ 

A driver for Highland Dairy named Hayward forbade his children from reading comics, but his 

wife could only do so much policing while he was at work; what they needed was muscular 

government intervention. A Mrs. Pillman argued that comics fostered speech of the ―lowest [sic] 

caliber mixed with slangwords.‖ She wondered why authorities were allowing the poisoning of 

youthful minds. Below Reeve‘s survey was a short blurb on the recent actions of the Toronto 

Chapter of the Congress of Canadian Women. Presenting its views to the Senate Committee on 

Salacious Literature on June 20, it contended that comic books actively undermined the 

wholesome influence of ―home, church, and school‖ and flouted the ―laws protecting minors 

from drugs, intoxicating drinks, and sex perverts.‖ These politically active women were doubly 

invested as this literature often made a ―deliberate attempt to vilify and belittle women.‖
120

 

As Canada joined the Korean war, CPC leader Leslie Morris wondered if comics were an 

attempt to ready Canadian youth for active combat. ―Where do Canadian boys and girls get 

twisted ideas about life,‖ he asked rhetorically, ―if not from these multi-million dollar agencies 

of radio, film, and television?‖ He claimed that communists ―led in the fight against this stream 

of poison.‖ The NFLY registered its findings with the Toronto Board of Education, but nothing 

was done.
121

 Morris accused federal authorities and regulators of ignoring the importation of 

subversive literature as they happily emptied the coffers for war. The CBC hypocritically 

imported ―gangster and detective‖ programs even as it spoke out against juvenile delinquency. 
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Let down by mainstream civic and political officials, he urged civic-minded parents to take 

action.
122

 

Sheila Lynd agreed with Morris: American popular media was designed to promote the 

―American way of life,‖ as it reinforced U.S domination on a global scale. She cited Sam 

Aaronovitch, the secretary of the National Cultural Committee of the Communist Party of Great 

Britain (CPGB) who had addressed a packed crowd at Holborn hall. ―We have deeply 

underestimated the character and reality of this threat,‖ he explained. British film-makers 

remained unemployed while American smut poured in: Marshall Plan countries were to receive 

nearly ten-million ―American comics and popular magazines‖ by the year‘s end. Embedded anti-

worker messages ―bludgeon[ed] anyone critical of Big Business.‖ He urged a united front against 

the Americans and this silent threat.
123

 With their Canadian comrades, British communists, like 

Aaronovitch, linked cheap pulps and comics to a project of ―American cultural imperialism‖ 

designed to bring the youth of the world under the wing of capital and big business.
124

 Belying 

his early zeal on this issue, he admitted much later that the communists had undertaken no actual 

investigation on what was a politically expedient issue.
125

 

A Toronto district school inspector incurred the wrath of the Tribune when he claimed 

that comics were harmless. On 18 March 1952, school inspector ―Dr. T. W. H. Martin‖ declared 

that it was ―poppycock‖ to believe that comics could transform children into criminals. He wrote 

that they promoted literacy and provided a ―healthy release for youthful desires and tensions,‖ a 

view that was not widely accepted until decades later. While Vera Morris admitted that not every 
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child who read comics was headed for a life of crime, she accused Dr. Martin of ignoring the 

obvious. For example, parking meters had been around for a long time, but delinquent youth 

began looting them only after Dick Tracy had suggested it. A Montreal boy who beat his mother 

to death admitted in court that he had been inspired by comics. How could Dr. Martin ―smugly 

and quite unscientifically‖ gloss over facts like these? Morris cited others who agreed with her. 

Labour Progressive Trustee Edna Ryerson had stated that the comic book was the cultural 

weapon of the capitalist. Social worker and former Program Director of the Young Women‘s 

Hebrew Association, Diane Cristall, had explained that children‘s play was manipulated by 

warmongers who exalted ―guns, shooting, and killing.‖ Morris concluded that comics were not 

the balm that Dr. Martin claimed.
126

  

In the social and cultural milieu, it made political sense for the Tribune to oppose comic 

books. Labour Progressive Trustee Edna Ryerson, cited by Morris and another writer, Peggy 

Reeves, was seeking her tenth term in Toronto‘s Ward 5. Her resolution protesting the ―sale of 

so-called comic books which glorify crime, war, and sex‖ had been unanimously adopted by the 

Board of Education. Reeves asked how could the average working family, without ―the money to 

give their child the advantages of educational toys, good concerts, and plays,‖ or ―libraries and 

museums‖ hope to compete in a classed system of highly specific cultural knowledge? Why not 

high culture for all? Education should not ―be constantly slashed down in favour of more and 

bigger bombs and planes.‖
127

 For her, a classed firewall ensured that working class youth had 

only the worst materials with which to educate themselves. 

 By the mid-fifties the issue still simmered. On the evening of the 20 April 1955, more 

than four-hundred concerned parents crowded into Forest Hill Collegiate to confront Ontario‘s 
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Attorney General Dana Porter on ―made-in-USA crime and sex comic books.‖ It was a well-

heeled, Tory neighbourhood unlikely to have had any CPC members even if their goals did align. 

A chorus of voices from parents, churches, and schools demanded that both the provincial and 

federal governments should ban the objectionable material. They protested comics that presented 

―the perverted as normal and violence as the desired‖ from those who poured ―a constant stream 

of poison into the minds of our children.‖ Lax authorities had fined only a single Canadian 

company, Superior Publishers of Toronto, which had been ordered to pay a pittance of $1000, 

but this fine was overturned on a technicality. While not all juvenile delinquency could be 

blamed upon comics, one mother active in the Home and School movement discerned a 

―considerable link between the two.‖
128

 In Quebec the Federation of Home and School 

Associations called upon that province‘s attorney general to oppose media that exerted ―a vicious 

influence on children.‖
129

 With few home-grown French language offerings, Quebec was doubly 

vulnerable to losing its language and values to American cultural products.
130

  

 In their battle against comics, the militant left found some unlikely allies. During a 

session early in 1954 Joe B. Salsberg (St. Andrew, LPP), the only LPP member of the Ontario 

legislature angrily attempted to garner attention to crime and horror comics. He brought lurid 

examples purchased from local newsstands. Premier Leslie Frost promised that he would look 

into the matter more fully.
131

 Salsberg later sent some samples to Premier Frost but received no 

reply.
132

 An ardent supporter of human rights, his concern for community prompted his 

progressive politics.
133

 Having previously supported the conservative-sponsored Fulton 
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Amendment, Frost and his Progressive Conservatives became an unusual ally for the 

communists.
134

 Political expediency makes strange bedfellows: opposition to comics and the 

protection of children was one of the few things that the militant left and the privileged right 

seemed to agree on.
135

 While concerned citizens may have congratulated themselves on this 

victory, the beast was ultimately tamed by issues internal to the print media industry.
 136 

Television‘s swift arrival usurped the once golden throne.
137

 
 

Anti-Americanism and Canadian Nationalism in the Fifties 

 Especially with the advent of mass print media, stories could circulate within hours, 

rather than days. While delinquency remained a hot topic, its discussion had matured somewhat 

during the late fifties amongst the city‘s biggest papers. When the Star discussed the sentencing 

of a teen responsible for the death of another youth, it explained that the schoolboy had been 

―guilty of juvenile delinquency.‖ He would be treated not as an offender but rather as someone in 

need of ―help and guidance and proper supervision‖ while his case was investigated by 

psychiatrists and social workers.
138

 Bill Cummins of the Victoria County Children‘s Aid society 

complained that youth in his native Lindsay treated their curfew as a joke, drank, and ignored 

laws against children entering poolrooms and theatres. Believing that most would grow out of 

their rebellious ways, he concluded that until that day came something had to be done.
139

 

Toronto Police Chief John Chisholm admitted that children‘s comics and movies probably 

affected youth, but neither were as important as the influence of the home. He remarked that 
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juvenile delinquency was already declining, if the juvenile court‘s figures were any indication.
140

 

The Star encouraged its readership to understand delinquency as a correctable, social tragedy 

rather than a permanent defect. 

 Its days of moralizing against delinquent teens behind it, the Globe applied a softer tread 

during the fifties. The paper pointed out that delinquency was appearing in locations that did not 

yet have ―television, comic books, and hot-rod cars.‖ More likely culprits were industrialization 

and profound social reorganization. Outgoing president of the Big Brother Movement Arthur J. 

Brown spoke on juvenile delinquency. ―Unfounded remarks by elected representatives have 

[misled] the public to believe that juvenile delinquency is on the rise,‖ he explained. To those 

youths who did find trouble, he blamed ―parental drive for position and wealth,‖ and homes that 

had lost their ―family life values.‖
141

 For the ―great mass of good youngsters,‖ a few trouble-

makers lowered the profile of all teenagers. ―A few of us were playing ball … and broke a 

window. You‘d think we‘d shot someone,‖ exclaimed one teen. Many youth complained of 

feeling vilified by society at large.
142

  

 The evolving treatment of delinquents was a common theme in medical circles. Dr. 

Richard W. B. Ellis chose to discuss the thorny topic of punishment in fulfilling his duties during 

the Blackader Oration for 1952. If ―emotional maladjustment does still represent a major 

disorder of child health,‖ should these unfortunates be shepherded through the courts or into 

hospitals?
143

 A CMAJ editorial penned in 1956 remarked that unruly children appeared numerous 

only due to the ease of modern mass communications. If there had been any uptick in children‘s 

delinquency, it simply reflected ―the attitude of their elders towards the social mores.‖ Parents, 
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with their own vicarious concerns and problems, were at the root of misbehaving youth.
144

 

Another editorial three years later skewered a popular canard; no linkage existed between 

television viewing and delinquent children. It further vindicated television by pointing out that 

similarly no connection had been established between television and eyestrain, sleep 

disturbances, lack of concentration, maladjustment, or aggression.
145

 

 Medicine in the fifties saw delinquents as harmless or injured in need of medical care. 

Both mainstream papers decided that the issue had gotten out of hand and wound down their 

coverage. Just as the topic was cooling for most of Canada, however, the CPC began to ramp up 

its coverage of dangerous media and delinquency. 

 Sexual Behavior in the Human Female (1953) by American sexologist Alfred C. Kinsey 

was met with curiosity and derision by the CPC. The Tribune reprinted British psychologist Noel 

Brian‘s scathing, pre-emptive review of Kinsey‘s soon-to-be-released book. The shocking sexual 

lives of 16 year-old girls had more to do with the pro-sex bombardment of American popular 

media than with normal development. Kinsey attributed juvenile sexual activity to a mismatch 

between the age when youngsters biologically reach sexual maturity and the age at which society 

actually permitted sex or marriage; however, Brian disagreed. All that Kinsey managed to prove 

was that we ―are living in a corrupt and frustrating society.‖ To him it was obvious that such 

behaviors would be found in a society where ―socking a man on the jaw, or using flame-

throwers‖ was viewed as a sign of growing up. American culture has made it much harder to 

―work and wait,‖ as youth ought to do, he concluded.
146

  

 In discussing Kinsey, the Tribune extended Brian‘s hyperbole. The book garnered 

attention only because sex was a ―staple food in the capitalist cultural diet.‖ Under capitalism, it 
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explained, women would wake ―late in the morning with an urgent need to get rid of the 

hangover from the previous night‘s orgy.‖ They rejected ―honest labour or creative thought,‖ and 

sought increasingly ―bizarre experiences to titillate their jaded senses.‖ Kinsey ignored the 

poisoning of a warmongering, profit-driven state on ―sex love and personal relations‖ and his 

study did nothing for ―social morality or stable sexual relations.‖ The paper argued that the full 

spectrum of sex relations could be reached only when capitalism had been abolished,
147

 leaning 

heavily upon Engel‘s Origins of the Family, Private Property, and the State (1884).
148

 The 

CPC‘s endorsement aside, most anthropologists had abandoned Engel‘s idea of a matriarchal 

(and socialist) prehistory around the turn of the century.
149

 

 Upset over the extensive coverage of Kinsey‘s book, Canadian science writer Dyson 

Carter wrote to complain about the scant coverage of his own work. ―The main weakness of the 

Kinsey Report,‖ Carter explained, ―is that it is a complete fraud.‖ Unlike Sin and Science (1945), 

his own study of class and morality, the Kinsey Report served only to enrich the researcher: 

Carter claimed that Kinsey had sold nearly a million copies at $8 each.
150

 He complained that the 

Tribune had used information from his book without appropriate recognition. The editor 

apologized and agreed that Kinsey‘s report should be condemned as ―grist to mill of merchants 

of sex and death‖; then he recommended both Carter‘s work and Engel‘s Origin of the Family. 

While Carter insisted that he was not seeking publicity, he nevertheless boasted that Sin and 

Science was translated into ―half a dozen languages in Asian countries alone,‖ and the third 

Indian edition featured a ―foreword by India‘s famous scientist, Professor D.D. Kosami‖ and had 
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been favourably reviewed by India‘s Minister of Health.
151

 As President of the Canadian-Soviet 

Friendship Society (1949-1960), Carter enjoyed considerable political cachet on the communist 

left;
152

 he produced numerous works of socialist-leaning fiction,
153

 His career has received 

considerable scholarly attention.
154

 When the Tribune published a negative review of his book, 

Stalin‘s Life: At Last The True Story (1943) accusing him of fabricating elements of the 

biography, Carter wrote to complain. Amazingly again, the editors apologized and retracted their 

criticisms.
155

 After the events of glasnost in the 1980s, Carter lamented that he had wasted nearly 

four full decades in writing ―bullshit.‖
156

 His political reappraisal calls into question the veracity 

of his non-fiction texts like Sin and Science. ―I publicized so many Soviet ‗achievements‘ that 

were total falsifications,‖ Carter wrote to a friend, ―that I consider my ‗work‘ an exercise in 

political pathology.‖
157

  

 Neither comic books nor a sexually permissive culture were the sole cause of the roaring 

conflagration that was juvenile delinquency. Many leftists, like the anonymous mother from 

Montreal, blamed war-makers and profiteers who sought to ―degenerate our children into 

underworld thugs‖ through the constant stream of violence, sex, and filth. ―In our children‘s total 
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development … the value and preciousness of human beings,‖ must be displayed through 

collective thinking.
158

 Hazel Wigdor opposed the ―shameful sexual license‖ peddled by the 

United States. The artificial ―battle of the sexes‖ hid that nation‘s many problems.
159

 Others 

pointed to the lamentable effects of poverty on developing minds. Vera Morris stated that 

delinquency would be solved by fixing the ―lack of housing, finances, poor educational 

facilities,‖ and poor public health. Helping individual parents was futile when the causes were 

systemic. Parents needed to see that politics was not a ―remote disturbance removed from them,‖ 

but a force that dictated the very conditions of their lives.
160

 

  When the director of Ontario‘s training schools was reported to have claimed that the 

rates of juvenile delinquency had fallen in recent years, the Tribune was quick to respond. Writer 

Steve Endicott wondered how so many educators, politicians, and social commentators could 

debate solutions without attending to the reality of more than 50,000 jobless youth. For him, the 

problem was not youth, but a selfish culture that feigned concern and failed to address the 

materialist roots of the issue.
161

 

 The Tribune often turned to overseas sources. In an article reprinted from British Daily 

Worker, an unnamed medical correspondent explained that the increase in delinquency was only 

apparent, not real, because, in ages past, troublesome youth had been called ―cruel, wicked, mad, 

or possessed by devils.‖ Until recently ―infant mortality was so enormous [that] the fight against 

physical disease took all our attentions.‖ Now that greater numbers of children were living into 

their teens, parents and society could pay more attention to them.
162

 Another physician remarked 

that the issue of maladjusted children who grow into problematic people may never be solved ―if 
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we look for the solution only within the family.‖ Social spending and community engagement 

were the best means of dissolving the ―large-scale delinquency and hooliganism.‖
163

  

Demonstrating another way forward, Hazel Wigdor featured guest columnist Mark Frank 

in an article written near the end of the decade. With his son Alan on an exchange to the Soviet, 

Frank naturally extolled the virtues of socialism. Rather than loafing around and becoming numb 

from neglect, youth were educated in ―socially useful labour.‖ Juvenile delinquency simply did 

not exist there due to foresight and discipline.
164

 

Communist Morality Meets the “New Morality” in the Sixties 

By the sixties the moral panic over crime comics had cooled. Once again many 

stakeholders debated the various factors leading to delinquency. The Star struck a balance 

between blaming society and weak political will. ―A majority of the country feels that the present 

facilities and organizations are inadequate‖ for dealing with unruly boys. In describing a familiar 

situation from the United States, the article revealed a classed boundary, demonstrated by the 

fact that the push for additional public facilities came from the poorest and least educated groups. 

―Higher income and suburban groups‖ tended to occupy their children‘s time with private 

solutions.
165

 In defending himself against charges of contributing to juvenile delinquency, Rev. 

Russell Horsburgh had spent $15,000 on legal fees  - most of which he did not have. He 

eventually left the United Church of Canada after that organization turned against him.
166

 After 

serving four months out of a one-year sentence for contributing to delinquency, he appealed the 

initial conviction in juvenile court. During his second trial, the prosecution‘s errors were 

revealed and their case fell apart. With his reputation and bank account battered, he was free to 
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go.
167

 Not against youth courts per se, the paper demanded a better defined set of limits and 

powers for the juvenile court system. The Star praised the laudable works of agencies such as the 

―YMCA, the Big Brother Movement [and] the Boy Scouts‖ in keeping boys out of the youth 

courts,
168

 but its editorial heart had hardened on the issue: delinquent youth were now linked 

with ―glue-sniffing,‖ ―narcotics smuggling,‖ and ―‗hallucination‘ drugs.‖
169

 

The Globe and Mail took a similar turn, as it blamed working class fathers‘ drinking for 

their children‘s unruly behavior. Poor fathers were urged to take parenting ―far more seriously 

than they have so far.‖
170

 Reporter Marvin Schiff blamed the antiquated juvenile court for 

producing the troubled children whom emerged from it. He argued that the whole system could 

steer people into career offenders. For example, magistrates were not obliged to give full reports 

on their decisions, nor order pre-sentence diagnostic reports. The absence of this vital 

information, he claimed, could ―fix‖ youth in their delinquency.
171

 Accessible sex education was 

presented as the first line of defense against youth getting into trouble, explained Joan Hollobon. 

There was little point debating that fact, as youth were already receiving it from ―television, 

books [and] advertising.‖
172

 The acceptance of teen rebelliousness and sexuality were hallmarks 

of the ‗new‘ morality that was changing society. 

Canadian medicine asserted its authority amid this societal shift. As part of its brief to the 

Hall Commission, the Canadian Medical Association (CMA) demanded a ―complete overhaul of 

Canada‘s mental health program.‖ While the Star and Globe had mixed feelings about delinquent 

youth during the sixties, the medical establishment continued to champion a medical over legal 
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solutions in matters of juvenile delinquency.
173

 Physicians charged that social work agencies 

often misunderstood or misread medical opinion. One semi-anonymous writer complained that 

―uncritical‖ and ―poorly trained‖ workers could refuse to move or place children, despite medical 

evidence pointing to situations in which these interventions should be considered for the 

continued health of the mother, or child.
174

 Dr. Harry Medovy pushed back against the ―torrent‖ 

of ―non-medical articles‖ that established adolescence as perpetually troubled. While many teens 

did need help, he reminded his brethren of the great many more who could handle their problems 

―without difficulty or conflict.‖
175

 Dr. Frances M. F. Richards knew that straight talk about sex 

was no silver bullet where ―juvenile delinquency, illegitimate births [and] venereal disease‖ were 

concerned. Yet she urged physicians to take seriously their role in being educators of the body, to 

help the troubled youth recognize the ―workings of his own body,‖ his emotions, and ―his place 

in the family and society.‖
176

 An editorial in 1967 urged doctors to make their opinions known to 

government authorities. Especially in light of proposed planning around youth-facing services or 

delinquency, ―a position statement from the Canadian Psychiatric Association … could be the 

first step‖ of many.
177

 In matters of youth delinquency and its treatment, physicians sought to 

ensure that their role was both acknowledged and respected. 

By the sixties, most onlookers had backed away from comic books as a cause of 

delinquency, but communists continued to stir the embers. The Tribune again turned to Frank for 

guidance at the beginning of the new decade in reviewing his booklet, Poison for the Young: A 

Major Reason for Rising Juvenile Delinquency (1962).
178

 It was a wellspring of facts carefully 
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documenting the ―made-in-USA smut‖ and ―poisonous smog‖ that fell upon Canadian soil. Over 

9 million units of ―men‘s slicks‖ and ―men‘s pulps‖ were sold annually. He cited the Canadian 

Welfare Council, to explain that major crimes and indictable offenses by Canadian youth 

increased 75% between 1954 and 1959 alone. Frank concluded that the best response to these 

troubling statistics would be to mend social and economic causes of degradation in Canadian 

society – beginning with a total ban on the importation of comics.
179

  

The social changes and countercultural unrest of the sixties began to seep into the 

Tribune. J.H. wrote to explain that Yorkville began as a ―coffeehouse district with plenty of 

satire and social protest,‖ but it was rapidly overtaken by a criminal element. It was ―a prime 

base for the underworld traffic in drugs, white slavery, and crime.‖ Police raids would net some 

―poor muddle-headed youth‖ of the working class rather than actual criminals.
180

 Another letter 

to the editor took the opposite approach. C. Daniels claimed that the children of the 1960s were 

―as good as young people ever were.‖ Immersed in a society that wasted billions on meaningless 

defense budgets and attempted to ―make a fast buck‖ from marketing fads, could anyone blame 

teens for becoming jaded?
181

 

 Battles over whether or not to teach children about sex appeared in the paper. During a 

conference held by the Royal Institute of Public Health and Hygiene in Harrowgate, U.K. in the 

fall of 1963, a psychiatrist from Severalls Hospital, Dr. Richard Fox, addressed the topic of 

youth sexuality.
182

 A Quaker, Fox co-authored a booklet Towards A Quaker View of Sex 

(1963).
183

 The Tribune explained Fox‘s argument: either [we] ―will have to modify [our] 
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prohibitions as to [accept] premarital intercourse,‖ which he felt was already underway; ―or [we] 

will have to permit and prepare people for much earlier marriage.‖ Well-intentioned policy 

experts, parents, and religious authorities were often ―strait-jacketed by the conventions of the 

past.‖ Many who ―preached chastity forgot the potency of the [teenaged] sexual drive.‖ The 

Tribune further asked readers to consider why ad-men and marketers who pushed thousands of 

images of eroticized women onto television, newspapers, and magazines avoided ―the wrath of 

Archbishops,‖ whereas unmarried couples enjoying their God-given bodies did not?
184

 

 Veteran Tribune staffer Bert Whyte soon made the front page with a pointed discussion 

of whether morality was declining in the modern world. ―What makes a happy family?‖ Was 

television a blessing or a curse? Were teenagers today more promiscuous than in previous 

generations? These questions were debated at two recent meetings: the Canadian Conference on 

Social Welfare in Hamilton, and the Canadian Conference on the Family in Ottawa, attended by 

―psychiatrists, welfare workers, educators, trade unionists, sociologists, clergymen and 

economists.‖ The Salvation Army urged the formation of groups ―in communities and colleges‖ 

to prevent ―the open sale of contraceptives,‖ while an economist was booed for suggesting that 

―poverty was largely an invention of social workers.‖ Whyte felt that neither conference struck at 

the root of social ills because they treated capitalism as non-negotiable. Socialism ―eliminated 

the capitalist ‗rat race‘ type of civilization.‖
185

 

 Author Stan Lynn explored the ‗new morality‘ in a 13 June 1966 article entitled ―Kids.‖ 

This new younger generation, he wrote, had ―learned more about science and life from TV by the 

time they‘re seven or eight‖ than had their parents. Moreover, they rejected the warmongering 
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world into which they had been born. These changes were revolutionary, as no previous 

generation could ―know what it is like to have premarital sexual experiences, when you have 

been allowed to accept your body and enjoy it from an early age.‖ Their very natures altered, 

institutions like marriage and the family might not exist in the future.
186

 

 It appears that many Tribune readers welcomed this new shift in morality. S.M. 

congratulated the paper in cutting through false moralism and judgment. Future generations will 

enjoy a ―freer, healthier, and more honest code of sex life and moral behaviour than we‘ve ever 

seen.‖ A leftist woman, B.B. remarked that ―the sooner the Communist movement rids itself of 

old concepts about morality, the sooner it will be able to win over more young people to its 

ranks.‖
187

 Despite the warm support of the paper and many of its contributors, not all readers 

were keen to adopt this new standard of morality.  Mrs. L.M. wrote that communists had to resist 

moral corruption ―no matter how difficult or hopeless it may seem instead of wallowing in it.‖
188

 

Mrs. L.A of Toronto claimed the middle ground. She recognized the abilities of youth, but 

wondered what effect growing up in such poor conditions would have on the values of future 

generations.
189

 

Conclusion 

  Fear and mistrust of significant changes to culture are as old as society itself. Plato 

disliked the corruption inherent in the written word.
190

 William Tyndale was burned at the stake 

for daring to translate the Bible into the vulgate tongues.
191

 Scottish journalist Charles Mackay 

wrote his classic investigation of moral panics in the middle Victorian era, effectively holding a 
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mirror to a world fracturing in the grip of uncertainty.
192

 Youth behaviour has always been 

judged against the normative values of the wider culture it is part of. What was considered 

delinquent in the 1940s, for example, was defined as ―chewing gum, making noise [and] wearing 

improper clothing.‖ But by the eighties this list was updated to include the new parental concerns 

of ―suicide ... drug [and] alcohol abuse, gang warfare, pregnancy, abortion, and venereal 

disease.‖
193

  

 As Mary Louise Adams remarked in Love, Hate and Fear in Canada‘s Cold War, the 

post-war period was characterized by a sharpened surveillance and punishment for perceived 

aberrations of sexuality and normalcy.
194

 Toronto‘s mainstream papers displayed varied opinions 

of the root cause of delinquency: the Star recognized the role of violent or depraved media, but it 

emphasized home and social environment to a greater extent; the Globe established wayward 

youth as a failure of morals before eventually relenting on that hard-line stance. Medical 

professionals thought that heredity played a role, but eventually came to realize that most true 

delinquents would be better helped by a physician rather than a court appearance. Doctors 

pushed for all stakeholders to recognize their abilities in this discussion.  

 Aware of the narrow margins within which it could operate the Tribune attempted to 

strike a delicate balance between permissiveness and condemnation in its many debates on the 

youth question. Delinquency was always understood by communists as a tragedy of classed 

proportions: young working-class minds were being poisoned and preyed upon by money-

hungry, American capitalist exploiters. The Communist moral panic on juvenile delinquency was 

so serious that the CPC was willing to ally with mainstream, even conservative political groups 
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in order to stem the supposed invasion. The discussions of juvenile delinquency in postwar 

Canada are best understood not as criticism of youth but rather a barometer to measure adult 

anxieties over a changing world, an uncertain future, and the erosion of formerly certain facets of 

life. Significant concerns over the ―breakdown of society [and] family‖ were effectively mapped 

onto the next generation.
195

  

 Communists cared about the youth question. In a world concerned with the fate of 

children and youth, corruption came in many forms. The CPC found ample evidence of many 

similar failures of capitalist society that contaminated the body politic with venereal disease, the 

topic of the next chapter. 
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Chapter Six: Venereal Disease 

 

Introduction 

 

 Long associated with prostitutes and promiscuity, Canada‘s lack of a national dialogue on 

venereal disease is revealing.
1
 Sporadic debates served as a social barometer in matters of 

sexuality, morality, and the role of public health. During times of unrest and upheaval venereal 

disease was equated with a perceived rise in immorality. Defined as an interrelated group of 

illnesses that infect via intercourse or blood, venereal diseases held early associations with 

―inappropriate‖ sexual contact or premarital sex.
2
 Venereal disease boasts an ancient pedigree: 

numerous seventeenth century medical texts discuss its symptoms and treatment.
3
 While 

gonorrhea and syphilis were still referred to as venereal disease in the late nineteenth century,
4
 

for most of the twentieth it came to symbolize degraded sexuality and the ruin of society. The 

normative ideas that permeated the era effectively policed the far borders of what was socially 

(and sexually) permissible and framed as immoral what was not.
5
 Education, policy, and law 

were devoted to the safeguarding of a narrowly defined ideal of social mores and opinions on 

sex.
6
 This attitude led to the early programs against the spread of VD emphasizing a reduction in 
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promiscuity rather than infection rates. Abstinence and restraint were the preferred medicine; it 

was preventative, not curative, and it was ineffective.
7
 

 The only fulsome discussion of venereal disease in Canada remains Jay Cassel‘s The 

Secret Plague: Venereal Disease in Canada, 1839-1939 (1987). He noted that the earliest 

campaigns attempted to realign the nation to the medical and moral norms of public health 

officials. Relying on fear to keep infection rates low, they helped stabilize a young country 

undergoing the birth pangs of industrialization, immigration, and urbanization. Although his 

examination ends prior to the Second World War, he located education, with free diagnosis and 

treatment, as the three prongs of the official response to the threat. Cassel concluded that this 

early plan laid the bedrock for all subsequent Canadian efforts against venereal disease since the 

forties.
8
 Mary Louise Adams describes how venereal disease was viewed by Canadian 

authorities during and after the Second World War as a failure on multiple fronts. Educators and 

administrators alike had little desire to offer expansive sex education in their schools. It was felt 

that to keep pupils disease free little more was needed than chastity, delaying gratification until 

wedlock.
9
 Allan Brandt‘s celebrated book explored similar themes undertaken by American 

authorities. No Magic Bullet: A Social History of Venereal Disease in the United States since 

1880 (1985) explained that, similar to Canada, many anti-VD actions undertaken within the 

United States were to curb promiscuity.
10

 Alexandra M. Lord‘s more recent examination affirms 

that little has changed. Within Condom Nation: The U.S. Government‘s Sex Education 
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Campaign from World War I to the Internet (2010), she notes how the bashful unwillingness to 

talk about sex and venereal disease has historically trumped national public health concerns.
11

 

 A small but dedicated historiography on the topic has emerged in Canada. Significant 

investigations into venereal disease examine public health reform,
12

 gender,
13

 class,
14

 public 

education,
15

 modern sexually transmitted diseases,
16

 public health insurance,
17

 the regulation of 

sexuality,
18

 how it was understood by 19
th

 century medicine,
19

 and moral regulation.
20

 Many 

scholars outline the significant impact that venereal disease had upon women, between their lack 

of access to sex education,
21

 the active regulation of their sexuality,
22

 and their poor treatment 

before the courts.
23

 Further studies of venereal disease examined Canada‘s armed forces 

overseas,
24

 its relationship with Newfoundland,
25

 the merchant Navy,
26

 as well as how it affected 

women during the war.
27
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 Few have specifically examined the position of the Canadian left on venereal disease. 

Janice Newton has documented the difficulties that early socialist women had in convincing their 

male counterparts to take seriously questions of gender in discussions of prostitution. All social 

and political classes of men solicited prostitutes, including leftist men who often failed to 

question their own sexual entitlements. Others patronizingly held that gender simply had nothing 

to do with class revolution.
28

 Joan Sangster has noted the limited space in which early-twentieth-

century communist women used to speak about the ‗white slave trade.‘ A term synonymous with 

prostitution and venereal disease, this epithet indicates some vague sympathy for the infected 

within the CPC on the topic.
29

 On venereal disease, communists spoke in terms of class, whereas 

mainstream observers and commentators tended to talk in terms of morality. In this chapter, I 

examine mainstream and medical thought in concert with the red newsprint of the CPC to 

investigate the development of Canadian public health against venereal diseases. This research 

argues first, that the CPC opposed venereal disease through its political understanding of the 

situation; and second, that it used the topic as a wedge issue to force better public health 

coverage from uninterested authorities. 

Venereal Disease in Canada 

 In the late nineteenth century, most Canadian provinces made at least some attempt to 

curb infectious diseases. Sexually transmitted infections were largely ignored by early public 
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health officials, barring a handful of medical professionals.
30

 Heather MacDougall reminds us 

that the early push for public health to check venereal disease had its origins in prewar reform 

campaigns over national ―purity‖ and ―race suicide.‖
31

 Many negative views on sexuality 

stemmed from those active in the Social Purity movement, a desire for sexual chastity moored by 

religious revivalism. Exemplifying this movement was The Great Scourge (1911), written by 

noted British suffragist Christabel Pankhurt. She denounced philandering men and the silence 

that shielded them; these cads would track venereal disease from their dalliances back to the 

family home, infecting wife and children.
32

 Numerous middle class actors tried and failed to 

rescue fallen women from a life of sin.
33

 One prominent Canadian onlooker, Toronto‘s Reverend 

S. D. Chown similarly linked ―sexual [to] national purity.‖
34

 In this light, lack of restraint 

combined with men‘s sexual entitlement to threaten the entire nation.
35

 Social Purity gave way to 

the Social Hygiene Movement, which had an increasingly singular focus on disease and 

wellbeing.
36

 Not even Ontario‘s Royal Commission on the Care and Control of the Mentally 

Defective and Feebleminded (and the Prevalence of Venereal Disease) (1918) could budge 

popular opinion on the links between moral and physical degeneracy.
37

 The Toronto Board of 

Education specifically rejected the Royal Commission‘s recommendation of ―sex instruction‖ 
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claiming that it fell outside of the duties of the school.
38

 The threat posed by sexual infection was 

so well hidden that it took both the French and American campaigns against venereal disease to 

nudge blushing Canadian authorities into action.
39

 

 Soldiers shipped overseas during the First World War were saved from ravages common 

to fighting men such as typhoid, tetanus, and malaria thanks to measures like mass 

immunization,
40

 yet political and military officials declined to extend troop coverage to matters 

of sex. In time, Canadian forces held the dubious distinction of having the highest rates of 

venereal disease among the Allied forces.
41

 In his expansive history of vice in Canada, Marcel 

Martel explains that the caution in discussing sex was due to its prewar linkage with temperance 

movements – soldiers who became drunk were easy prey for immoral, presumably infected 

women.
42

 Clare Makepeace discovered that British soldiers‘ pay books included a moralizing 

plea from Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener. ―In this new experience you may find 

temptations both in wine and women,‖ he explained. ―You must entirely resist both.‖
43

 While 

soldiers‘ sexual adventures were initially excused because it was believed that this ‗outlet‘ would 

in fact decrease rape and homosexuality; however, when rates of infection rose, authorities 

became increasingly concerned.
44

 

 During the war, policy makers tapped the expertise of the Commission of Conservation 

Canada. The subsequent report directly linked the spread of infectious diseases to immigrants. Its 
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chief architect was Dr. Charles Kirk Clarke,
45

 an alienist who began his professional life at the 

Rockwood Lunatic Asylum in Kingston.
46

 Convinced that immigrants were bringing illness to 

Canadian shores,
47

 he threw himself into advocacy and politics to safeguard the country.
48

 He 

boldly claimed that Toronto could be rescued only through ―drastic legislation to control [the] 

evil.‖
49

 He added that those who could recall the Boer war
 
would fully appreciate their urgency.

50
 

Affixed to the report was a draft bill that the authors hoped Ottawa would consider. The 

remarkable text proposed severe punishments for anyone who attempted to educate on venereal 

disease without invitation, cementing the notion that this topic was the purview of medical 

professionals. Furthermore, it recommended using the full penalty of the law to limit the ability 

of media to discuss, inform, or publicize anything related to the illness without first consulting a 

physician.
51

 Clarke‘s attempts to pathologize working and recently migrated women as enfeebled 

and immoral carriers of disease merely shored up what many professionals had long suspected.
52

 

 After the war, advocates of public health were forced to recognize that their plans had 

failed. It was estimated that nearly one in five civilians were infected with either ―syphilis or 

gonorrhea.‖ Progressive minds within the medical community were aware that neither draconian 
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legislation nor steep penalties could rid society of infection.
53

 Instead they advocated an 

expansive program of education and intervention in the form of a muscular public health 

apparatus. Underscoring this need were the country‘s staggering losses: Canada lost some 60,000 

soldiers to combat and further 173,000 were wounded, or disabled. A further 50,000 Canadians 

were swept away by the influenza pandemic of 1918. This grim toll goaded politicians and the 

public to listen to the cries for better public health.
54

 

 The Canadian National Council for Combatting Venereal Diseases (CNCCVD) was born 

of the desire to combat venereal disease in the early Interwar period.
55

 Its general secretary, Dr. 

Gordon Bates, declared sexually transmitted infections to be society‘s greatest public health 

problem. Unlike other maladies, he explained, venereal diseases ―are significant in that their end 

results are not only disability and death, but far reaching consequences affecting social 

organization and human happiness in a way characteristic of no other disease.‖
56

 The council 

underwent significant structural changes in 1921 and was renamed the Canadian Social Hygiene 

Council (CSHC). By the thirties the expansion of CSHC‘s work was marked by a titular shift to 

the Health League of Canada (HLC), an entity dedicated to educating Canadians about the 

benefits and responsibilities of public health writ large.
57

 More than anyone else, argued Cassel, 

it was Bates who ―saw the opportunity of using the concern generated by the war to break 

through the barriers against public discussion of venereal disease.‖
58
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 The HLC did not support school-based sex education – that was to remain a private 

matter between parents and children.
59

 The solutions Bates proposed often took into 

consideration the moral, as well as physical dimensions of the illness.
60

 During their many 

campaigns against venereal disease, the HLC emphasized that the nation‘s ―foundation rests on 

its home and family life.‖ The logic was that moral homes neither contracted nor spread 

infection.
61

 Derided by some of his peers for his ―puritan‖ attitudes,
62

 Bates nevertheless 

marshalled both federal and provincial resources through the vehicle of the HLC: on his watch, it 

concerned itself with not only the development of treatment clinics, but the promotion and 

education of the public as well.
63

  

 By the Depression, various providers began to stitch together an uneven patchwork 

across the country.
64

  British Columbia, for example, had eight of the 108 clinics that dotted the 

country by the thirties.
65

 Despite the massive campaign, several barriers remained in the 

elimination of infection. Stigma plagued all victims of the illness, even the so-called ―innocent.‖ 

Beyond the general reluctance of the infected to come forward, one Ontario physician 

complained that patients often abandoned treatment as soon as they felt better rather than when 

the illness was actually cured.
66

 Amid budgetary cuts under both Liberal and Conservative 

governments, provincial health departments began to download their responsibilities to regional 
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hospitals. Public interest in the matter waned, and doctors tasked with combatting venereal 

disease began to see their work as considerably less prestigious than that of their 

contemporaries.
67

  

 Just prior to the Second World War interest in public health was rekindled by the left-

wing Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF). These social democrats worked alongside 

public health crusaders in order to make medicine more accessible to all Canadians. 
68

 During the 

conflict, Canadian Forces benefitted from a more progressive stance on sexuality: condoms 

distributed to soldiers resulted in an infection rate less than half that of the previous war.
69

 

Gendered binaries remained strong, however, as only male personnel were given condoms. 

These few military advancements aside, condom usage among the general public was not 

actively promoted for another two decades.
70

 By the forties and fifties as rates of infection 

continued to drop, both the public and professionals became complacent. Combined with the 

sexual revolution of the mid-sixties, this complacency led to a resurgence in venereal disease.
71

 It 

would not be until the 1980s, amid rising concerns over drug-resistant strains, AIDS awareness, 

and changing perceptions of sex that most provinces would repeal antiquated laws and include 

the treatment of venereal diseases under public health laws.
72

 

Medicine and Morality in the Twenties and Thirties 

 For Canadian newspaper readers of the twenties and thirties, venereal disease was 

indicative of a host of personal and societal failings. The Globe, and later, Globe and Mail 

tended to blame individual shortcomings. Problem drinkers, the feebleminded, and the recently 
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migrated were responsible for society‘s woes. What was needed most was sex education and 

appropriate recreational activities for the ―mentally weak‖ who might fall prey to the thrills of 

―dance halls and evil company.‖
73

 Ontario‘s Provincial Officer of Health Dr. J. W. S. 

McCullough was pleased with the public outpouring against venereal disease, but he thought that 

preventative measures, like sex instruction, had to be kept out of schools.
74

 The lecture circuit 

that the American Dr. George Bigelow was making across the city attracted media coverage. 

Sponsored by the province, his ―after church Health meetings‖ would cover all elements of 

public health from ―vaccines,‖ to ―venereal disease.‖
75

 In 1933, Dr. Oswald C. J. Withrow – 

famously imprisoned for his role in a patient‘s death following an abortion
76

 – made front-page 

news when he criticized authorities‘ lax attitudes on the infections that gripped Canadian 

penitentiaries. Outraged that syphilis was allowed to run rampant, he suggested that medical 

minds should play a greater role in the penal system.
77

 In a review of Dr. Max Hodan‘s History 

of Modern Morals (1937) the Globe and Mail pointed out how vainly modern medicine struggled 

against the ―public prejudice that nothing be said‖ on this delicate matter.
78

 

 The coverage from the Toronto Daily Star was little different. Readers received the 

shocking news that neither legal nor medical authorities could prevent an infected female 

newcomer from working in an unnamed café. Recently arrived in Canada, she hid her condition 

from her parents. Assistant Crown Attorney McFadden wished that city council would pass a by-

law to prevent the infected from dealing with food.
79

 The similarity to the case of ―Typhoid‖ 

Mary in the United States is striking. Public health authorities viewed infection through a 
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gendered lens: women were viewed as a mobile contagion, whereas men were simply moved 

into a role less likely to pass along illness.
80

 Dr. Gordon P. Jackson Minister of Health (MOH) 

lamented that whereas nearly twenty million CAD was spent on beautifying the city last year, 

only one million was given to public health. The citizens of Toronto were paying less per capita 

for disease prevention than they had been a decade ago. He was pleased with specific clinics for 

venereal disease, but argued for increased funding.
81

  

 Educating the public on venereal disease had to be done with modern technology, as a 

legal prohibition continued to prevent the discussion of sensitive topics on-air. ―We have never 

broadcast birth control or venereal disease,‖ station manager Al Leary explained to the Star.
82

 

Sex education would not be infiltrating Toronto homes via radio-waves. In the late thirties the 

paper lauded the good works of Bates‘ HLC, the public health organization pushing against 

venereal disease.
83

 Many doctors considered it to be solely their topic to discuss. 

 The nature of the Great War caused a flurry of activity from the medical community on 

venereal disease. At the beginning of conflict the journal underscored the importance of the 

medical inspection in battling this perennial foe.
84

 It favourably reviewed the Report of the Royal 

Commission on Venereal Diseases (1916) in the United Kingdom.
85

 Ottawa‘s Chief Medical 

Officer (CMO) Dr. Peter H. Bryce stated that certificates of cure should be given only by 

medical professionals, and only after the appropriate ―scientific inoculation‖ of salvarsan.
86

 The 

year after the war ended, Colonel J. G. Adami recalled Lord Kitchener‘s urging of British 

soldiers to ―respect the womankind of our Allies overseas,‖ but, he continued ―not a step was 
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taken to protect our men at home.‖ Decrying the hypocrisy – calling it ―the policy of the ostrich‖ 

– that pervaded any talk of sex and illness.
87

 Dr. George G. Melvin agreed.
88

 The community 

was not united on the value of further education or moralizing warnings as effective means of 

prevention. Experts like Dr. Gordon Bates defended their turf and corrected other physicians‘ 

misunderstandings on venereal disease,
89

 while other physicians argued for increased 

government spending on Public Health.
90

 

 The CMAJ received many texts on venereal disease with approval: Hugh W. Bayly‘s 

Venereal Disease, its Prevention, Symptoms and Treatment (1924),
91

 L. W. Harrison‘s Diagnosis 

and Treatment of Venereal Diseases in General Practice (1932), and Hugh H. Stannus‘ A Sixth 

Venereal Disease (1934).
92

 When Dr. James C. Goodwin wrote to the editor in 1938 to discuss 

venereal disease in relation to pregnancy, it was to spur his fellows into action – the topic had 

become stale over the past few years.
93

 

 It becomes apparent that all parties—medical, popular, and political-- agreed that 

venereal disease was a public menace and better public health controls were needed. They 

disagreed on the cause. Some, like Col. Adami and Melvin, believed that it was society‘s 

inability to discuss matters of sex that kept venereal disease rates from falling. In contrast, 

communists knew that the cause was entirely owing to the classed nature of capitalism. 

 The Worker spent most of the twenties as a dusty labour periodical and avoided the overt 

discussions of sex that venereal disease necessarily required. On occasion it would refer to 
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prostitution, but only through the classed lens of Marxist economics.
94

 The Woman Worker 

addressed the issue obliquely, opposing the ‗white slave trade‘ but writing little about venereal 

disease.
95

 Only a single article in that paper actually mentioned venereal disease. Buried in a 

November 1927 editorial, discussing the failure of the Soviet Union to fully stamp out 

prostitution, the Woman Worker concluded that the ―percentage of infection from prostitutes‖ 

had fallen since the end of the war.
96

  

 The unofficial silence on venereal disease was broken just prior to the Popular Front 

period (1935-1939), when the communists attempted to become more relatable to mainstream 

Canadians.
97

 The Worker began to include coverage of athletics, homemaking, and popular 

fashion. A new column ‗Working People‘s Health‘ was written by an unnamed physician 

referred to only as ―the doctor,‖ who used plain language to connect ill health to socio-economic 

factors. The flagship article dealt with fatigue and nervous breakdown as troubles common to the 

working-class household.
98

 Many similar articles followed at regular intervals, covering a great 

range of topics common to the working-class experience: silicosis, state medicine, quackery, and 

evolutionary biology.
99

 See Table 1 for the column‘s discussion of topic related to sex. 
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Table 1: ―Working People‘s Health/Worker‘s Health‖ columns relating to sex 
and reproduction in The Worker, 1934 

Abortion, 10 February 1934 

Syphilis, 28 April 1934 

Gonorrhoea, 5 May 1934 

Venereal Disease Prevention, 8 Sept 1934 

Syphilis, 12 September 1934 

Scientific Medicine (Girolamo Fracastoro) 19 September 1934 

Syphilis, 25 September 1934 

Syphilis (Continued) 29 September 1934 

 
 The times that the doctor waded into the shoals of sex and reproduction represented 

nearly a quarter of the articles. On 28 April 1934 the doctor broke with CPC convention and 

predicted that syphilis ―can and will be eradicated in a sane society.‖ The column addressed 

common precautions against transmission and contended that this social rather than moral issue 

should not result in lost wages due to illness.
100

 A few weeks later, the medical journalist 

discussed gonorrhea, commonly known as the ―clap.‖ Readers were treated to the medical facts, 

but here the doctor declared that most venereal diseases were caused by ―whoring,‖ the natural 

byproduct of a ―system which considers prostitution a necessary evil.‖ The eradication of this 

and other diseases would be simpler with an economic system that did not tolerate and accept 

their inevitability.
101

 

 On 26 May 1934 the doctor invited readers to request specific topics. The suggestion 

found a welcome audience and after this date, the majority of articles on venereal disease 

appeared.
102

 The predominance demonstrates that venereal disease was an issue of great 

importance to the working classes, as much or more than the related issues of birth control, or 
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abortion. Regardless of what the Party desired, communist rank and file were eager to discuss 

their sexual health. 

 Later that year the doctor revealed that the USSR was on the verge of eradicating 

venereal disease through a regime of socialized medicine. The 8 September 1934 column 

contrasted this achievement to the capitalist West, where ―moralists‖ and abstinence triumphed 

over scientists and medicine. Recognizing that continence was effective, the doctor pointed out 

that it provoked nervous disorders and degraded the quality of life. Modern science wanted 

people to enjoy their sexual relationships and be disease free; staid moralizers wanted neither. 

For those who suspected that they might be infected, the doctor provided a simple solution of 

potassium permanganate and easy-to-follow directions, presumably for home application. 

Persistent cases could be cured with the injection of the arsenic-containing Salvarsan.
103

 Its 

properties as an antisyphilitic meant that with a year of being brought to market, it was the 

world‘s best-selling drug.
104

 Salvarsan was slowly injected into each buttock and caused 

wracking pains that could last for six days. Additional narcotics were sometimes prescribed to 

make life bearable for the patient.
105

 With the advent of penicillin in the 1940s, treatment of 

venereal diseases with arsenical compounds (like Salvarsan) were abandoned due to their 

inherent risks.
106

 The Worker printed a brief history of this great and common pox.
107

 It 

concluded with a diatribe against those who engaged in ―naïve mental gymnastics,‖ charlatans, 

and quacks who claimed that germs and bacteria were not responsible for disease. 

Anticontagionists were yet another enemy. Although this former foe had been largely 
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vanquished by the 1930s,
108

 the desperation and want of the Depression had apparently raised it 

anew.
109

 Similarly, in previous times of misery, such as the plagues that swept Restoration 

Britain, popular belief trumped medical.
110

 

 By the 19 September 1934 issue, the column had changed again. Gone was the playful 

font in favour of a crisp and professional appearance. Renamed ‗Worker‘s Health,‘ this retooled 

column was endorsed by The Worker Medical Advisory Board (WMAB). The history of 

Girolamo Fracastoro was explored. He was an Italian physician active in the 16
th

 century who 

had first identified the ―French Disease,‖ later euphemistically named syphilis from his 

allegorical poem.
111

 The next article explored the ―love pestilence,‖ advising readers that 

WMAB would reply to privately mailed questions with no other politics involved.
112

 A follow-

up article warned that those suffering from infection may notice declining abilities as it lauded 

treatments available to Soviet citizens.
113

  

 Popularity aside not all was well with the column. Nearly the entire Worker‘s Health 

column of 17 October 1934 was dedicated to airing significant grievances between the paper‘s 

editorial staff and the WMAB. The latter reminded readers that they too worked for a living 

without remuneration. The Board claimed an early victory when the editorial staff granted it the 

sole ability to answer questions related to health. It was eager to chart a new direction for the 
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column.
114

 The newspaper‘s editors appear to have had the last laugh: Worker‘s Health would 

not live to see November. After a brief discussion on alcoholism on 21 October 1934, the column 

vanished without a trace. 

Public Health Wakes Up: VD in the Forties and Fifties 

 Venereal disease posed a significant threat to the wellbeing of the wartime nation. Civic 

and military officials did not want a repeat of the Great War: the rates of infection amongst 

members of the Canadian Expeditionary Force in that conflict are estimated between one in 

six
115

 to one in three.
116

 Medical intervention and education ensured that Canada‘s infected rarely 

climbed above 92 per 1000 by the Second World War.
117

 Nevertheless, by the time of the 

conscription crisis in 1944, nearly ―half a million days of manpower had been lost to VD 

treatment.‖
118

 Illness brought with it a panic over the perceived level of promiscuity in the 

general population.
119

 The gendered manner of public health campaigns tended to pillory 

women. Decades-old fears over bodily degeneration and national decline were rekindled.
120

  

 War returned venereal disease to the headlines. ―It takes fit men to fight wars,‖ the Globe 

and Mail remarked in an article detailing how the province was committing $250,000 CAD to 

tackle high rates of infection.
121

 The ―appalling‖ epidemic hampered ongoing military efforts.
122
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There was talk of compulsory Wassermann testing on those suspected of harbouring infection.
123

 

So serious was the threat that authorities were considering ―venereal disease prevention and 

control‖ as part of a wider federal health initiative.
124

 The United Church of Canada‘s Committee 

on Evangelism and Social Service passed a resolution urging ―abstinence from the use of 

intoxicating liquors.‖ Fears abounded that Christmas ―social drinking‖ would spike infection 

rates.
125

 ―More Canadian citizens have been killed by syphilis within the past 10 years,‖ than 

were lost during the Great War the Globe and Mail reported. Since 1937 the rates of syphilis 

amongst Toronto‘s population, for example, had risen by 250%.
126

 Matters were made worse by 

the fact that nearly two-hundred thousand Canadians did not know that they had syphilis, 

explained Lieutenant-Colonel D. H. Williams, chief of Ottawa‘s Division of Venereal Disease 

Control. War efforts were threatened by the nearly thirty-thousand who would perish due to the 

illness‘ complications.
127

 

 Many onlookers prescribed morality and restraint. Ontario‘s Health Minister Dr. R.P. 

Vivian argued that ―prudery‖ was the ―handicap in educating the public‖ on the matter.
128

 When 

the city began to ask whether or not it should open amusement parks, stores, and recreation areas 

on Sunday, several church groups pushed back. Attempting to distract the infected from 

intercourse would fail as venereal disease was ―fundamentally a moral problem.‖
129

 Reverend C. 

E. Silcox published in the Canadian Journal of Public Health (CJPH). Rather than sex 

education, he explained that youth needed to be furnished with appropriate understandings of 
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―marriage … fatherhood and motherhood.‖
130

 ―Lascivious‖ youth shouldered the blame while 

many excused the sexual entitlements of soldiers. Dr. Gordon Bates of the HLC identified 

drinking establishments as the link between military men and infected, delinquent girls looking 

for fun.
131

 Pointing a finger at ill-morals and promiscuity, the Globe sided with the British 

Minister of Health Ernest Brown. He blamed high rates of infection in his native England on 

―young girls of 14 to 20‖ who ―threw themselves at men in uniform.‖
132

 Toronto authorities 

revealed that nearly half of all cases of infection since 1 January of that year were from a five-

radius block from Queen and Bay streets. Of the eleven-thousand new cases of sexually 

transmitted infections since 1941, roughly half were syphilis.
133

 The left-leaning Canadian 

Association of Medical Students and Interns (CAMSI) invited several articles on venereal 

disease for its Journal. In 1942, Dr. Grant Fleming laid blame upon the ―sexually 

promiscuous.‖
134

 Dr. Evan W. Adams carefully couched his approval over the proposed use of 

penicillin in cases of venereal disease by stating that medicine should not ―abandon the other 

aids already in use.‖
135

 An editor of CAMSI surveyed the topic. With an estimated 90,000 cases 

of gonorrhoea in 1945 alone, physicians reported only 25,237, implying that more resources 

were needed. The editor pointed out that other countries had lower rates of infection: Sweden 

was 7 per 100,000 per annum, Denmark 23, while Canada was a disappointing 135. Something 

clearly had to be done.
136

 With the fall of the Third Reich, high rates of disease caused venereal 
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disease to replace Hitler as the biggest threat to the nation.
137

 Soaring rates of infection were 

declared a ―repulsive menace.‖
138

 Toronto Daily Star readers read Major Georges Leclerc make 

the troubling assertion that ―a great number acquired it from their wives.‖
139

 That city‘s rate of 

infection rose by 51% since the early forties and had the dubious distinction of having an 

infection rate ―five times that of tuberculosis and twice that of scarlet fever.‖
140

 With over thirty-

thousand cases of the ―social disease‖ reported in 1943 alone, Minister Vivian remarked that 

―scarcely a community in Ontario has escaped the inroads of venereal disease.‖
141

 The proverbial 

ship was sinking faster than public health could bail – infections in 1946 alone were nearly one 

quarter higher than they had been only a year prior. The Globe and Mail pilloried the Catholic 

Church for coming out against mandatory testing,
142

 whereas the Star reminded readers of the 

role that alcohol played in spreading infection.
143

 Waves of freshly demobilized soldiers were 

viewed both as active vectors of contagion and hapless prey for diseased, lascivious women.
144

  

 Speaking at the seventh annual national meeting of the CAMSI, state medicine advocate 

Henry E. Sigerist stated that venereal disease could be defeated in a year. All that was needed 

was ―organization and co-operation‖ to pool the necessary resources.
145

 Others hoped that recent 

medical breakthroughs could light the way to health.
146

 Certainly, penicillin helped: by 1950 

rates of infection had plummeted. During a recent meeting of the Canadian and Ontario Public 

Health Association, visiting New York physician Dr. Theodore Rosenthal commented that 
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Ontario had one of the ―sharpest‖ reductions in rates of infection. Syphilitics, for example, 

tended to be in the latent stage, as the widespread use of penicillin had ironically masked the 

illness‘ early symptoms.
 147

 The Toronto Daily Star lauded the good hospital and health 

initiatives that Ottawa had funded in recent years. Included in that list were resources for 

venereal disease control.
148

 Not all Canadians experienced an even reduction of infection. 

Canadian troops posted in Cold War service overseas once again held the highest rate of venereal 

disease among the Allied forces.
149

 Locals fared better as by 1959 there were nearly 2000 fewer 

cases of venereal disease across Toronto, down from 3304 in 1945.
150

 

 So serious was the threat posed by infection to the wartime nation that the 1944 CMAJ 

featured a special article by the Chief of Venereal Disease Control, Lieutenant-Colonel D. H. 

Williams. Calling on ―Health, Welfare, Legal and Moral‖ sectors, he cited a six-point plan 

featuring commitment to health education, medical care; the abolition of quackery; prenatal 

blood testing; premarital blood testing; and contact investigations of the infected.
151

 One year 

later, an editor wondered why ―we need to be reminded of these things?‖ Physicians already 

knew that an estimated 300,000 Canadians were infected, and that three in four sufferers were 

between the ages of fifteen and thirty. Rather than more dry ―statistical facts‖ what was needed 

was action and leadership.
152

 Dr. E. P. Ereaux outlined the dangers of the ignorant infected. At 

an unnamed transcontinental railway, for example, one in ten of the employees tested positive on 

a Wassermann screening; food handlers were infected at an alarming one in five.
153
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 That public health authorities appeared to be fighting a losing battle was evident in the 

pages of the CJPH. Out of 20,298 premarital tests for syphilis done in Alberta in 1946, 254 were 

positive ―in persons who did not suspect that they might be infected.‖
154

 An article in the 

November 1947 CJPH pointed out that nearly 80% of those infected with syphilis or gonorrhoea 

had no prior history.
155

 Doctors attempting to track down the carriers of infection were harried by 

the gendered manner in which patients comported themselves: men were less likely to reveal 

who they had been with, whereas women more freely divulged this information.
156

 The issue was 

so stubborn that even after the war British Columbia continued with a regime of temporary 

incarceration. Of Vancouver‘s nearly 900 infections between 1 May 1947 and 30 April 1948, 

only 147 were new. Dr. G. R. Elliott lamented the small ―problem group‖ that kept infection 

rates high.
157

 

 Rather than degenerates or perverts, findings demonstrated that infected soldiers tended 

to be average men. Officers Watts and Wilson of the Royal Canadian Army Medical Corps 

(RCAMC) indicated that the majority of venereal disease sufferers in the Canadian forces were 

married men in their mid-twenties with no high school education. To their credit, they seemed 

concerned more with repeat infections rather than identifying the ―good soldier‖ who erred but 

once.
158
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 Moralizing approaches fell upon deaf ears as rates crept ever higher. ―Education alone 

[was] not enough‖ the journal fretted in 1946.
159

 The advent of penicillin signalled the full retreat 

of moral treatments urging sexual restraint much to the chagrin of many doctors. ―The infected 

patient cured of gonorrhoea in a day or two, in the absence of social and moral controls, is prone 

to promptly go out and get infected again,‖ an anonymous writer lamented in 1947.
160

 An article 

in 1951 underscores how this wonder-drug dealt a crippling blow to the infection. Drs. Kanee 

and Hunt remarked that while post-war normalcy lowered infection rates, penicillin lowered 

venereal disease by nearly 80% in just three years.
161

 By the mid-fifties, many medical journals 

dedicated to venereal disease had disbanded leaving the British Journal of Venereal Diseases as 

the sole survivor.
162

 

Historian Peter Neary confirms that it was only a combination of relative ―wartime 

prosperity‖ and the wonders of penicillin that eventually turned the tide against venereal disease 

after hostilities had ceased.
163

 To the communists the reliance upon lax public health, private 

practitioners, and free-market solutions only demonstrated how badly Canada needed an 

overhaul.  

Communist Curatives to Capitalist Corruption in the Fifties 

 In matters of venereal disease, the CPC, like its mainstream counterparts, relied upon 

education and self-empowerment. On 4 October 1941 correspondent ―J.G.‖ drew on current 

literature to caution readers that failure to act could result in ―permanent physical and mental 

impairment.‖ He recommended that all progressives familiarize themselves with an assortment 
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of public health offerings,
164

 including Information for Young Women about Sex Hygiene,
165

 

Information for Men: Syphilis and Gonorrhea,
166

 and Some General Facts On Venereal Disease 

(1923).
167

 J.G. also lauded the work of the HLC, which, under Bates, had published pamphlets, 

such as Healthy Happy Womanhood (1929),
168

 and handed out educational literature at large 

public meetings.
169

 Bates lauded the dominion government‘s granting of $240,000 to battle 

venereal disease, as well as the decision to establish a department of venereal disease control to 

combat the secret plague.
170

 

 While the Tribune praised the work of Bates and the HLC, it also referred readers to 

someone closer to its radical politics. The paper drew heavily from The Fight For Life (1941) a 

series of four public health texts written by Dr. Grant Lathe. The first focussed on venereal 

disease. Lathe asked, how could society tolerate the fact that at any given time roughly five 

percent of all Canadians were infected?  In 1937 alone, syphilis claimed one new Canadian 

victim every hour and racked up a death toll of nearly three thousand per year.
171

 It devoured 

millions from public coffers annually and frustrated the wartime authorities who sought to 

contain it.
172
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 Lathe‘s writing was popular in communist circles. The paper gave two full pages to a full 

transcript of Unity MP Dorise Neilsen‘s
173

 House of Commons statement against a war 

appropriation bill (―An act for granting to His Majesty aid for national defense and security‖).
174

 

Seeking to bolster her arguments with science, she cited Lathe‘s The Fight for Life when 

discussing how inadequate public health caused thousands of Canadians to die from venereal 

disease every year. She asked how it was that Canada had the same number of syphilitics as 

Great Britain, although its population was only one quarter the size? The government could 

afford only one dollar per annum per capita for public health, yet it was able to conjure up 

billions for war.
175

 Nielsen refused to support the massive war appropriations bill as it failed to 

―provide for essential Canadian educational and health measures.‖
176

  

 Historians have overlooked Dr. Grant Lathe whose contributions were central to the 

CPC‘s discussions on venereal disease in the forties.  Hailing from British Columbia at the age 

of 18, he travelled to McGill University to study biology and chemistry in 1931. Graduating 

three years later, he enrolled in both a medical degree and a master‘s program in biochemistry in 

1934. In 1936, following the completion of his masters‘ degree, he travelled to China as a 

member of the radical Student Christian Association at McGill.
177

 He returned a changed man 

and joined the Young Communist League (YCL) just prior to obtaining his medical degree.
178

 

Lathe had obvious appeal for the CPC. That his writing was an ideologically appropriate 

synthesis of politics and medicine explains why all communists cited The Fight for Life. 
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 Alongside empirical appeals to science, the CPC also relied upon Soviet boosterism in its 

fight against venereal disease. On 16 May 1942, an anonymous ―student of Russia‖ explained 

that syphilis was not a problem under socialism – dealing with venereal disease as a scientific 

rather than moral problem allowed socialists to stamp it out once and for all.
179

 When A. E. 

Smith returned from a tour of the Soviet Union, he insisted that no ―houses of ill-fame‖ 

remained, and there were no salacious materials to deprave the population. While half of all 

―rescue homes for girls‖ were shuttered after the war, he contended this was due to a lack of 

need rather than lack of funding or political will.
180

 

 Venereal disease appears to have been a serious enough matter that the editorial board of 

the Tribune decided to resurrect the paper‘s in-house medical advice column. A casualty of the 

disagreement between the CPC‘s medical and editorial boards, Worker‘s Health reappeared 

nearly a decade later, as Your Health. The minds behind this new column were far more blunt 

than many of the paper‘s other correspondents: on 27 June 1942 writer stated that ―with syphilis, 

you kill it or it kills you.‖
181

 Two weeks later the anonymous Doctor claimed that a nation could 

not be healthy as long as it harboured ―fascists [or] spirochetes.‖ Because victims included many 

unborn children, the Doctor felt that it should be a ―criminal offense‖ not to perform a 

Wasserman test on expectant mothers. But even these measures would be unnecessary if Canada 

simply followed the example of the Soviet Union. Socialists had stopped venereal disease in its 

tracks first, by going after the clients rather than the prostitutes; second, by understanding that 

women sold their bodies only for material concerns; and finally, by removing the stigma of sex 

that prevented Western nations from rehabilitating former sex workers.
182
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 The capitalist origin of the shame and stigma associated with venereal disease was a 

staple of communist journalism. In the fall of 1942 the Doctor again returned to the topic, 

remarking that it was impossible to ―combat a public menace if it is kept concealed.‖ On 

gonorrhoea, s/he remarked that the sooner treatment is sought the easier the illness could be 

cured via Sulfathiazole. Whereas syphilis was the ―destroyer,‖ considering how it led to long-

term arthritis and dementia, gonorrhoea should be considered the ―sterilizer.‖ Both were sadly 

spread by prostitutes - ―as freely as a plant spreads pollen‖ - and those too ashamed to seek 

treatment.
183

 

 When the most powerful weapon in the Allied medicinal arsenal was revealed toward the 

end of hostilities, the Tribune presented the information without commentary. Describing 

penicillin as a ―wonder drug‖ the paper hinted at civilian uses with no mention of sexual 

diseases, maintaining that it was ―primarily for the benefit of Canada‘s fighting men.‖
184

 The 

trend continued when the paper cautiously described how two physicians in the employ of the 

U.S. Army Corps cured over ninety percent of their patients – some in less than a day.
185

  

 Sex education was viewed by all sides as one of the strongest weapons against venereal 

disease. The panic that swept Toronto nudged the conservative city‘s Board of Education to 

implement a program of sexual education
186

 for school-aged children even though only a 

minority of cases of infection actually involved students.
187

 To avoid backlash from religious 

groups, classes were optional, divided by sex, and they adopted the style of a dry academic 

lecture.
188

 Communist discussions of sex education were often considered alongside public 
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health in the red press. During a round table of the Canadian Health Officer‘s Association 

meeting, Dr. L. W. Sturgeon of Welland stated that the number of cases of venereal disease in 

the province was around 12,000 in 1946.
189

 The number of cases was only half of what it was 

three years prior. 
190

 Alarming numbers of children between the ages of two and six had to be 

treated for venereal disease although their parents were asymptomatic. The newspaper blamed 

the system, concerned more with profits, than with citizens‘ health.
191

 

 The Tribune viewed the Tories who ran the province as one of the largest hurdles to an 

adequate public health system. In the spring of 1944, writer Alfred C. Campbell complained that 

Ontario‘s Tory Premier George Drew and Minister Vivian were actively working against a 

federal scheme to bring more resources into the province. Campbell pointed out that the 

Department of health‘s funding had dropped by over a million dollars between 1944 and 1946. 

In turn Vivian countered that the Progressive Conservative plans for public health were 

undermined by the meddling of the communist-aligned Labour-Progressive Party (LPP).
192

  

 Communists knew that any money spent on treatment was wasted as long as the root 

causes of venereal disease continued to exist. The Tribune‘s Montreal reporter, Frank Arnold, 

attributed the difficulty of dealing with venereal disease to wealth, greed, and lip service to the 

status quo: unlike poor working girls, gilded madams and wealthy landlords rarely found 

themselves in trouble. After nearly 4,500 raids on brothels in Quebec in the mid-thirties, little 

had changed. The forties saw VD rates skyrocketing from one in fifty to one in ten, the Canadian 

Armed Forces threatened to place Montreal ―out of bounds to all troops‖ lest something be done. 

Under considerable pressure, authorities turned up the heat and by the mid-forties each sweep 
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netted, on average, fifteen persons. Arnold pointed to graft and bribery as the reasons why eight 

previous years of raids had failed. He wondered why so little was being done to protect the 

daughters of the ―working class and farmers‖ who were drawn to prostitution to ―escape from 

heavy poverty and miserable jobs.‖ He urged for the clearing of slums and a regime of 

rehabilitation.
193

 

 Additional voices from the medical profession joined the chorus. Montreal-based 

paediatrician Dr. Daniel Longpré wrote in the 21 June 1947 Tribune to urge for a renewed fight 

against venereal disease. Why had the Dominion had ―nationalized‖ the venereal campaigns at 

the end of the Great War only to ignore it now?
 194

 With early detection and aggressive treatment 

the many complications could be avoided and infant mortality rate diminished. A blow struck 

against syphilis would also target ―problems of prostitution, unemployment, and juvenile 

delinquency.‖ Longpré lamented that only when ―socialized state medicine is realized‖ would 

the scourge of venereal disease be solved.
195

   

 Former Unity MP Dorise Neilsen linked Longpré‘s arguments to the recent good news 

from Toronto City Hall. It was announced that the Department of Public Diseases would treat 

venereal diseases like ―any other highly infectious disease‖ free of charge. The move was judged 

to be a step in the right direction, as in time people would hold ―no more fear in reporting a 

venereal disease than they would scarlet fever.‖ In less than two years rates of infection dropped 

by twenty percent.
196
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 Dealt with in the previous chapter, Dyson Carter‘s writings on venereal disease are also 

relevant to this investigation. In the mid-forties he began publishing with Progress Books (owned 

by the LPP) and proselytized for scientific socialism in Canada.
197

 His Sin and Science (1945) 

investigated vice, prostitution and venereal disease and their management in socialist and 

capitalist societies. It was favourably reviewed in the Tribune by the Rev. R. H. Thomas, who 

stated that ―even under capitalism much could be accomplished‖ with Carter as a guide.
198

 

Thomas went on to favourably review another of Carter‘s works on public health, So You Can‘t 

Have Health? (1945).
199

 Sin and Science received a second positive review less than a year later. 

Contributor Peter Stone remarked that only under socialism could prostitution and venereal 

disease be totally ―banished‖ from a society of nearly two-hundred million people.
200

 

 Perhaps a casualty of the wonders of penicillin, venereal disease appeared in the Tribune 

only once during the fifties. As part of its scathing critique of Kinsey, the paper reminded readers 

that Marxist theory had proven that prostitution had more to do with sociology than biology. The 

paper was silent on the wonder drug as it highlighted how prostitution and venereal disease were 

eradicated from the Soviet Union.
201

 

Sex, Disease, and the „New‟ Morality of the Sixties 

 By the sixties, many thought venereal disease had become passé. Overlooked and 

underestimated, the illness resurged while medical authorities were asleep at the switch. 

Speaking with Dr. John R. Brown of the University of Toronto, the Globe and Mail established 

that rising rates of infection were a failure of public health.
202

 Star readers learned of the plight 
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of Dr. Anne Keyl.
203

 She often spent money out of pocket to treat her patients at the Women‘s 

College Hospital. She was forced into this situation as the Ontario Department of Health 

supplied her with cheap, but obsolete and ineffective medicine.
204

 One historian notes that due to 

her experience at Camp Borden during the war, Keyl ran a tightly regimented clinic. ―Loved by 

many, feared by all‖ she was likely the only point of medical contact for her unusual clientele. It 

should be recognized that Dr. Keyl prevented much misery and saved untold lives.
205

 

 When Ontario had filed its brief to the Royal Commission on Health Services, included 

was a desire to implement a muscular system to ―locate sources of contact,‖ stopping the spread 

of illness in its tracks.
206

 The Star explained multiple causes for its sudden return in 1965; private 

clinics often did not report cases to public health services; infected youth and homosexuals were 

described as being ―actively promiscuous;‖ parental ignorance on the topic; and finally, 

increased societal reliance upon oral contraceptives resulted in a net decrease of condom use.
207

 

 The reliance upon penicillin was part of the problem to those who believed that wonder 

drugs could do nothing for a society that had abandoned its moral bearings. The HLC linked the 

rise of infection with ―sex delinquency,‖ and requested a Royal Commission into the matter. Still 

at the helm was an elderly Dr. Gordon Bates. He claimed that ―penicillin and other antibiotics 

gave us a false sense of security‖ as they swept away morality.
208

 Educators and law-makers 

within the Alberta legislature were frustrated that youth tended to ignore their message of 
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chastity. The Star pointed out that there had been no significant upward bump in the rate of 

infection for prairie teens in the past twenty years.
209

 Efforts by the American Public Health 

Service to eradicate the ―social disease‖ were thought to have failed due to an unwillingness to 

discuss matters of sex. In 1972, Dr. William Brown of the Communicable Disease Centre (CDC) 

lamented that television executives had blocked attempts to broadcast the information. They 

referred to discussions of venereal disease as ―inappropriate for family evening audiences.‖
210

 

 The reticence may also have been due to the perception that venereal disease was a thing 

of the past. In a study on the rebound of venereal disease in British Columbia, the CJPH 

indicated that between September 1956 and March 1958, 1005 men acquired venereal disease via 

extra-marital intercourse. This group alone represented 40% of the province‘s total infections. 

―Beer parlours and cafes‖ were singled out. Drs. Larson and Cunningham lamented that a ―mere 

handful of such establishments were responsible for the majority of reports.‖
211

 A February 1964 

editorial remarked that 75% of men treated for syphilis ―acknowledged recent homosexuality 

activity.‖
212

 The CMAJ was similarly shaken out of complacency by the ―deterioration in 

venereal disease control‖ across the globe: the United Kingdom saw infection rates rebound by 

59% between 1954 and 1958 alone.
213

 An editorial a few years later supported the British 

Medical Association (BMA) when that body laid the blame for the British resurgence at the feet 

of promiscuous young women and immigrants. Homosexuals were singled out as a ―perpetual 

nuisance in spreading syphilis.‖
214

 Recognizing that his own three children would be exposed to 

many temptations, Medical Officer of Health Dr. Raymond Miller urged for sex education over 

                                                 
209

 ―‗Harmful‘ label urged on all Tobacco,‖ TDS 3 March 1967, 2. 
210

 ―U.S. Can‘t Wipe Out social disease by 1972,‖ TDS 22 April 1966, B9. 
211

 A. A. Larsen and W. J. Cunningham, ―Venereal disease facilitation in Vancouver, British Columbia,‖ Canadian 

Journal of Public Health 51 (February 1960): 50-1. 
212

 N. A. Fish, ―The Resurgence of Venereal Disease,‖ Canadian Journal of Public Health 55 (February 1964): 85. 
213

 ―Recent Patterns in Venereology,‖ CMAJ 88 (December 1960): 1218-9. 
214

 ―Venereal Diseases and Young People,‖ CMAJ 90 (May 1964): 1230. 



213 

 

condemnation.
215

 Aware that the youth in the sixties marched to the beat of their own drums, 

Miller was advocating recognition of the ‗new‘ morality. 

 Changing social attitudes encouraged the communists to revise their particular stance on 

sex and venereal disease. In an article reprinted from the British Daily Worker, ―Socialist 

Morality and Sexual Adventurism,‖ author Carol King demanded a radical reappraisal of sexual 

mores and offered a novel means of criticizing the material order. King was pleased that civic, 

political, and religious leaders supported sex education, yet she found that their plans were 

burdened with prudery. Children have to learn how to ―reject the values put on sex by a capitalist 

society,‖ lest they face ceaseless temptation ―through films, television and press.‖ Old 

admonitions about venereal disease did little to help youth overcome ―situations [in] which they 

are emotionally too inexperienced to cope.‖ King dismissed the arguments of naysayers who 

claimed that without fear of pregnancy or venereal disease, promiscuity would rise; they made 

sense only if people accepted ―too readily the ideas imposed on us by the capitalist system.‖ 
216

 

 Tribune general editor John Boyd wrote an editorial on 4 July 1966 to articulate the 

paper‘s stance on sexuality. His words supported women‘s sexual self-determination, and pursuit 

of pleasure for its own sake – the first step in the full ―emancipation of women.‖
217

 Around this 

time Stan Lynn wrote a lengthy discussion of the ‗new‘ morality that seemed to be transforming 

youth in society. He cited the work of Satu Repo, a rehabilitation counsellor within the Ontario 

Department of Welfare. Her radical magazine, aimed at educators, called This Magazine is About 
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Schools
218

 predicted that the social prohibitions that accompanied unwanted pregnancy and 

venereal disease would fade with time.
219

 

 The combined Boyd and Lynn articles prompted more letters to the editor than had been 

seen in more than a decade. In her letter, Mrs. L. M. disagreed with Boyd. She demanded advice 

on what she could say to her own teenaged daughter who had learned much from the paper‘s 

recent editorials. She criticized Lynn for suggesting that the risk of venereal disease was 

rendered moot by modern medicine.
220

 S.M. objected to L.M.‘s lazy attacks. By cutting through 

phony moralism and reactionary judgement, progressives like Lynn were providing society with 

a ―more honest code of sex life and moral behaviour than we‘ve ever seen.‖
221

 B.B. lamented 

those Puritans within communism who prevented the CPC from winning ―over more young 

people to its ranks.‖
222

 Mrs. L.A. occupied the middle ground: things had changed, but she 

fretted over a generation raised in such ―low conditions.‖
223

 

 As the sixties wore on, the communist press failed to take the topic further. When the 

1967 Royal Commission on the Status of Women (RCSW) argued in favour of more accessible 

sex education, venereal disease and its prevention had entered the mainstream. Now that the 

public discussion and treatment of venereal disease was accepted and even normalized, the topic 

was effectively over for the Communists.
224

 

Conclusion 

 What began as a wedge issue to force better public health coverage from authorities 

turned out to be quite amenable to mainstream Canadians. We should be mindful that members 

                                                 
218

 Harley S. Rothstein, ―The New School: 1962-1977,‖ (MA Thesis, University of British Columbia, 1992), 19. 
219

 Stan Lynn, ―Kids,‖ CT, 13 June 1966, 8. 
220

 Letters to the editor, L.M. ―Protests sex attitudes,‖ CT, 18 July 1966, 2. 
221

 Letters to the editor. S.M., ―Hypocrisy and Sex,‖ CT, 13 June 1966, 11. 
222

 Letters to the editor, ―More on Morality,‖ CT, 1 August 1966, 11. 
223

 Letters to the editor, ―Morality and Sex,‖ CT, 27 June 1966, 3. 
224

 Sethna, ―We Want Facts, Not Morals!‖ 419-21. 



215 

 

of the CPC were among many groups lending their voices to a rising chorus that demanded 

authorities do something about skyrocketing rates of infection; the communist distinction was 

that the material conditions of capitalism itself forced poor health and questionable sexual 

decisions. During the war, several papers linked the rise of venereal disease to an equal lowering 

of moral standards – an opinion that the communists did not share.
225

 To communists, people 

were not immoral; the political and economic conditions that forced people into bad choices 

were immoral.  

 During and immediately after the Second World War, provincial and federal authorities 

eventually agreed to better public health, free treatment clinics, and more comprehensive sexual 

education for school children. In the fifties, the first signs of the general thaw against sexual 

education in classrooms were to be seen, and by the sixties, most Canadians supported this new 

development. 

 Venereal disease wrought a terrible toll across the country. Much sympathy was given to 

its youngest victims, those children and infants who bore its permanent injuries. Families were 

rent and broken due to the uneven standards of medicine.  Communists considered profit-driven 

medicine and the machinations of capital to be considered to be the root cause of this evil. 

Securing free public health treatment for a narrow band of maladies was a victory, but 

communists knew that their political battles were far from over. VD could be treated, but it could 

not be prevented or eradicated until Canada made resources available for every family across the 

nation. The Party‘s ongoing discussion of illness reveals a larger programmatic effort of health 

and welfare within the CPC, the topic of the final chapter. 
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Chapter Seven: State Medicine 

 

Introduction 

 The transformation of the Russian family under socialism held real and lasting appeal for 

many working Canadians. Most promising was the apparent liberation of medicine for the 

benefit of the people: illness and poor health were scattered by the light of science, while 

hospital and medical bills would no longer devour the savings of the working family. The 

popularity and enshrinement of a national scheme for healthcare is a recent development in the 

Canadian historical record.
1
 In this chapter, I examine mainstream and medical thought in 

concert with the red newsprint of the CPC as they establish a chronology of the gradual 

implementation of Medicare in Canada. Communists and the medical establishment rarely 

aligned in opinion, but argued for two very different sides of the same coin. The evidence 

marshalled reveals the classed, gendered, and professional differences between working people 

and career physicians as they debated what health meant to the nation. 

 The topic of Canadian Medicare has been unevenly visited by scholars.
2
 Prolific author 

on health policy and history,
3
 Gregory Marchildon noted three reasons for this omission in a 

special issue of the Canadian Bulletin of Medical History dedicated to the history of healthcare. 

First, the history of Medicare blurs with political and policy history. Second researching and 

writing such expansive policy history is difficult. Finally and third, the fractious nature of 

Canada‘s system requires that attention be directed at the provincial, rather than federal level.
4
 A 
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serious inquiry into the history of Medicare demands careful study of the complex manner in 

which each province has decided to provide universal, public health care services. 

 A small group of dedicated scholars have written the history of Medicare in Canada. 

Exemplary in this field is Private Practice, Public Payment: Canadian Medicine and the Politics 

of Health Insurance (1986). David Naylor argued that the introduction of socialized medicine to 

Canada meant a significant reappraisal of many of the relationships between various actors. The 

Canadian Medical Association (CMA) was a house divided in matters of medical insurance. 

While most feared for their financial and professional autonomy, others welcomed the ready 

resources of the fledgling welfare state in the ongoing battle against illness.
5
 Naylor followed 

this monograph with an edited volume entitled Canadian Health Care and the State: A Century 

of Evolution (1992). A rich collection, its contributors included traditional historians of politics, 

medicine, and labour, as well as commentary from policy actors who authored the various acts 

and policies themselves.
6
  

 Numerous other studies have investigated the pivotal role that Saskatchewan played in 

the development of national health care,
7
 and the radical psychiatry experiences of that region.

8
 

Further studies have demonstrated how the history of Medicare in Canada is one of marked 

regional difference,
9
 regional attempts at reform,

10
 and how it was pursued by Newfoundland,

11
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Alberta,
12

 British Columbia,
13

 and Quebec for example.
14

 There have been investigations of the 

federal foundations of national hospital care,
15

 national public hospital insurance,
16

 linkages 

between military and state medicine,
17

 hospital care for the poor,
18

 and early health policy.
19

 

Women‘s experiences with medicine,
20

 as well as those of early First Nations people have been 

documented.
21

 Studies into the private funding of public medical education,
22

 the politicization 

of medical pedagogy,
23

 and the roots of doctor‘s ‗professionalism,‘
24

 bolster numerous oral 

histories from front-line health workers, 
25

 physicians,
26

 and those who chaired the various Royal 

Commissions dedicated to healthcare.
27

 Criticisms of the current model and suggestions for its 
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replacement have been put forward by historian Michael Bliss. Surgeon Brian Day the 2007 

president of the CMA currently challenges health care before the Supreme Court of British 

Columbia.
28

  

 National healthcare has always been a hotly politicized topic. The nineteenth-century 

German physician Rudolf Virchow drew linkages between the hardscrabble life of the working 

masses and their ill health.
29

 His decision to back radicals won him few friends in the medical 

establishment. He was blacklisted by political elites after winning an opposition seat in the 

Prussian legislature.
30

 The ―Iron Chancellor,‖ Prince Otto Eduard Leopold von Bismarck of 

Germany introduced the world‘s first social insurance program in 1883. No friend of the radical, 

his primary motivation was to woo his working class subjects away from the left in order to 

hamstring the growth of socialism.
31

 Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George followed 

Germany‘s example and in 1911, a national program of ―health insurance‖ was secured for 

working Britons.
32

 Celebrated economist William Henry Beveridge and his eponymous report in 

1943 saw the British model strengthened even further just prior to the fifties.
33

 Gorksy and 

Sheard have shown that these successes were merely the latest in two centuries of public and 
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private medical financing.
34

 The speed with which these models swept the developed world may 

have disturbed American onlookers. The United States has long resisted the notion of a national 

public health insurance program. The many reasons include the entrenched bureaucracies of 

private insurance
35

 and health maintenance industries,
36

 the financial concerns of doctors‘ 

organizations,
37

 and the professional autonomy and traditions of physicians.
38

 A cultural disdain 

for socialism has not helped American efforts at reform. 

 Unlike that of other countries, Canada‘s political left had an active hand in the 

development of Medicare. The storied role of the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation 

(CCF) in the development of Saskatchewan‘s first healthcare program has become a pillar of our 

national cultural mythology.
39

 One of Tommy Douglas‘ medical advisors was the surgeon Hugh 

Maclean. ―Despised‖ by his medical brethren for his political views, he was an unsuccessful 

socialist candidate in numerous elections. Despite his failure to take office, his advice benefitted 

Douglas‘ election campaign and latter plans for healthcare.
40

 

 In giving so much attention to the roles that both Douglas and the CCF played in the 

history of Medicare, historians have overlooked Canada‘s ‗other‘ party on the political left. In 

fact, since its inception, the Communist Party of Canada agitated for Soviet-styled state medicine 

to benefit the working peoples of the nation. Health and wellbeing were underpinned by classed 
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determinants that were woven through Canadian society. To communists medicine had more to 

do with political will than it did economics. 

 Couching their arguments for socialized medicine in terms palatable to the average 

citizen, Communists sought to safeguard the health of the Canadian family as they forced a 

reappraisal of the medical establishment. This research argues first, that the benefits of state 

medicine to women and children were used to entice Canadians toward socialism; and second, 

that in improving the nation‘s child and maternal mortality figures, Communists could also 

transform the average Canadian‘s relationship with Soviet-styled medicine. 

Healthcare in Canada  

 

 Alan Derickson has commented upon the global community that developed behind public 

health at the beginning of the previous century. The near-universality of both German and British 

models of healthcare influenced Sir Arthur Newsholme to introduce the idea of public health 

care to American medical circles. During the depths of the Depression many medical 

professionals felt that ―social insurance appeared relatively tame‖ and palatable when compared 

to a Soviet-tinged state medicine. Newsholme co-authored Red Medicine: Socialized Health in 

Soviet Russia (1933), directly linking civic duty with safeguarding national health.
41

 Literature 

on Soviet medicine was often penned from an American or British perspective.
42

  

 The CMAJ reveals local perspectives on these and interrelated discussions. Dr. J. C. 

McMillian chastised his apolitical brethren who sat idly by while policy makers and politicians 

designed a ―new system [to force] upon us.‖ His own proposed plan held the option for wealthier 

                                                 
41

 Alan Derickson. ―‗Health for Three-Thirds of the Nation‘: Public Health Advocacy of Universal Access to 

Medical Care in the United States,‖ American Journal of Public Health 92, vol. 2 (2002): 180-6. 
42

 Sir Arthur Newsholme and John Adams Kingsbury. Red Medicine: Socialized Health in Soviet Russia, (New 

York: Doubleday, 1933); John F. Hutchinson, ―Dances with Commissars: Sigerist and Soviet Medicine,‖ in Making 

Medical History: The Life and Times of Henry E. Sigerist, eds., Elizabeth Fee and Theodore M. Brown (Baltimore: 

John Hopkins University Press, 1997). Sigerist also headed a journal American Review of Soviet Medicine, between 

1943 to 1948. 



222 

 

patients to pay for private services and pointed to the direction of healthcare debates in the 

coming decades.
43

  

 In a 2005 retrospective on the topic, the journal used a 1940 example to show that 

discussions on health care reform tended to bring the most heated arguments to the fore.
44

 

Doctors‘ opposition to healthcare schemes hinged on their unwillingness to have their practice 

rationed by bureaucrats with no medical qualifications. None wanted to sacrifice their 

professional autonomy. There were some early outliers. Within ―The Medical Man‘s 

Perspective,‖ A. H. Gordon wondered  

why should the man who has chosen the honourable career of a general 

practitioner be rewarded with two dollars for recognizing an attack of 

acute appendicitis, while his classmate who operates upon him collects 

two hundred? 

 

Fairness was the reason that he urged for a ―change from our present system to some form of 

cooperative medicine, Government controlled or otherwise.‖
 45

 

 This sentiment was repeated by the CMA a few years later. The organization approved 

the principle of health insurance, as long as it would be equally fair to ―those rendering the 

services.‖ Technological advancements and education aside, geographic and economic barriers 

often meant that many were left without adequate coverage, at high risk for illness and poor 

health.
46

 Some of the most forceful arguments of doctors against socialized medicine were to be 

found during and immediately after the war. When the founder of the Montreal Neurological 

Institute and prominent neurosurgeon Wilder Penfield opposed the whole-scale transplantation of 
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Russian-styled ―state medicine‖ onto Canadian soil in the early forties, he spoke for many.
47

 

Another voice made clear that an effective national plan must overcome the independence of the 

members of this ―great learned profession.‖ It was made clear that doctors would always place 

the wellbeing of their patients ahead of lesser concerns like economics, policy, or politics.
48

 

 The CMA chose Hugh Wolfenden, actuary and adviser on Medical Economics to assess a 

new way forward. He stressed the common theme that the heart and soul of Canadian ―medical 

practice would not be sacrificed to economic pressure from any source.‖ His early reports laid 

bare the tensions that underpinned public health in Canada: time and resources could be saved 

via a ―mass efficiency‖ approach; yet diagnosis and treatment remained largely individualistic. 

Physicians were unwilling to sacrifice the doctor-patient relationship for the possible chance of a 

more expansive outlay in public health.
49

 Preventive medicine might bridge this chasm, but only 

if only bureaucrats, politicians and budget hawks could be convinced of its efficacy.
50

 In 

subsequent articles during the early forties, Wolfenden included definitions of medical 

economics,
51

 state medicine,
52

 and comparisons with other countries,
53

 the United States,
54

 and 

Canada.
55

 He discussed the role of the physician under these proposed changes,
56

 as well as 
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potential costs,
57

 and problems facing health-care reformers.
58

 His final article included an 

executive summary for the CMA to act upon.
59

 These twelve articles were linked by a common 

thread that stressed the need for flexibility and balance in all matters medical.  

 At the beginning of the forties, Wolfenden lamented that medicine was caught between 

competing ideologies. The first demanded that it uphold a ―continued sanctity of the individual‘s 

rights of appeal from oppression and injustice.‖ The second ideology allowed a weighty 

bureaucracy to strip people of their humanity.
60

 By the end of the decade, however, the journal 

had accepted the shift toward public health insurance: two editorials appeared urging doctors to 

make their presence known to the authorities currently drafting these new designs.
61

 

 The desires outlined above had to contend with the lived experiences that the general 

public encountered when seeking medical treatment. In a collection of histories detailing the 

experiences of average Canadians before Medicare, the failures of private solutions were many. 

A University of Toronto student shopped around various private plans with little success: upon 

discovering that she was a paraplegic, salesmen would inform her that she could not be 

covered.
62

 Harry Fields was informed that his son‘s surgery was no longer covered under their 

family‘s existing plan. A crippling medical debt of $10,000 forced Fields to file for personal 

bankruptcy.
63

 After unexpected emergency surgery and an extended hospital stay for his wife, 

John W. Angres faced a bill that was roughly ten times what he earned in a single week. Mount 

                                                 
57

 Hugh H. Wolfenden, ―IX. The Costs of Health Services – (I) The Significance and Limitations of Statistics,‖ 

CMAJ 42 (July 1940): 72-5; and ―X. The Costs of Health Services – (II) The Significance and Limitations of 

Statistics,‖ CMAJ 42 (August 1940): 167-71. 
58

 Hugh H. Wolfenden, ―XI. A Summary of the Canadian Problem of Medical Economics,‖ CMAJ (September 

1940): 274-78. 
59

 Hugh H. Wolfenden, ―A Formulation of the Advisable Economic Principles: XII,‖ CMAJ 42 (October 1940):  

374-9. 
60

 Wolfenden, ―XI. A Summary of the Canadian Problem of Medical Economics,‖ 275. 
61

 Editorial, ―Health Insurance,‖ CMAJ 60 (January 1949): 74-5.; and ―Planning for Socialized Medicine,‖ CMAJ 60 

(March 1949): 295. 
62

 Helen Heeney, Life Before Medicare: Canadian Experiences (Toronto: Ontario Coalition of Senior Citizens‘ 

Organizations, 1995), 66. 
63

 Heeney, Life Before Medicare, 74-5. 



225 

 

Sinai Hospital refused to discharge her until he had made good on his debts, forcing him to 

scramble to find money in order to buy her release.
64  

One physician recalls how his father, a 

country doctor, routinely gave his patients substantial discounts on his services. For the destitute 

he refused payment. People traded goods and services in lieu of money when unable to pay their 

medical bills.
65

 None of this happened in a vacuum. A 1950s governmental report revealed that 

only two-thirds of the population of Ontario had ―some measure of protection against the 

financial loss attendant upon illness or accidental injury.‖
66

  

 The physician Henry E. Sigerist was a prominent figure in these debates. This notable 

doctor and medical historian desired a more fulsome development of medicine that included 

considerations of social progress.
67

 For his socialist views he was eventually hounded out of the 

United States when authorities felt that he was ―part of the larger Communist threat.‖
68

 But in the 

late 1930s and 1940s, he was a staunch advocate of Soviet-style health care delivery and was 

often invited to Canada. Queen‘s University granted him an honorary doctorate in 1941, and 

CAMSI invited him to write in their journal and speak at their annual conference in Toronto in 

1943. Sigerist played an influential role in advising the first socialists elected to office in matters 

of healthcare.
69
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 Members of the CCF were ardent promoters of state welfare initiatives.
70

 Baptist minister 

and social democrat, CCF leader Thomas ―Tommy‖ Clement Douglas relied upon Sigerist‘s 

council in matters of healthcare.
71

 The newly elected Douglas invited the Johns Hopkins 

professor to survey Saskatchewan‘s health services in 1944. Drawing upon a plan that he had 

first debuted in the Yale Review in 1938,
72

 Sigerist‘s initial designs found their way into the plans 

enacted in this and other Canadian provinces.
73

 His progressive ideals were perhaps shaped by a 

truly cosmopolitan pedigree: born in Paris to Swiss émigrés, Sigerist studied languages and 

history in France, Switzerland, and Germany. After obtaining a medical degree from Zurich 

toward the end of the First World War, he accepted the history of medicine professorship at 

Johns Hopkins University in 1932. This position allowed him to further pursue his passion for 

medical history as the founding editor of the Bulletin of the History of Medicine until his return 

to Europe after the Second World War.
74

 His willingness to break with staid medical traditions in 

contemplating the value of socialized medicine gave this medical maverick a lustre that fledgling 

medical students found irresistible.
75

 The company that he kept labelled him a Communist during 

the McCarthy era. He was questioned before the House UnAmerican Activities Committee, and 

forced to leave the United States in the mid-1950s. 

 Another physician-historian, George Rosen wrote on the topic. He traced the 

developments of water treatment, sanitation and hygiene controls, and waste disposal in the 

nineteenth century as laying the foundations for modern social medicine. Doctors could not deny 
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that these simple solutions were a boon to national health. They further raised the profile of the 

medical profession.
76

 

 Commentators like Sigerist and Rosen often buttressed arguments with the perceived 

successes of the medical models deployed in the Soviet Union.
77

 While the CPC was aware of 

Sigerist and positively reviewed his Medicine and Human Welfare (1941),
78

 they preferred 

complete overhaul of the capitalist system to the piecemeal reforms that were put forth in 

Saskatchewan.
79

 

 Despite a well-funded campaign by prairie physicians fearful of ‗communism‘ or 

‗socialized medicine,‘ the Saskatchewan Medical Care Insurance Act (1961) was introduced 

under Premier Douglas. He left office shortly thereafter to lead the federal New Democratic 

party (NDP), leaving the passage of the bill to his successor Premier Woodrow Lloyd in the 

spring of 1962. In protest, doctors went on strike across the province on 1 July of that year, the 

very day that the new law was to come into effect. Emergency services remained open during 

these three weeks but private clinics did not. Early public support soon eroded while some 

physicians broke ranks and began to work with their communities again.
80

 Lasting peace was 

secured with the Saskatoon Agreement of 1962, a compromise between the CCF and the doctors 
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over the collection of fees-for-service.
81

 The nature of this agreement would be at the root of 

many of the problems that Canadian Medicare would face in the coming decades.
82

  

Saskatchewan was used as a model a few years later by the Royal Commission on Health 

Services. Named after its Chair, Saskatchewan Justice Emmett Hall, the Commission delivered 

its final report in 1964. As the majority of Canadians would require some level of assistance in 

securing the best possible health care, Hall argued that the old model needed to be replaced.
83

 

One of the researchers on the Hall Commission, Jack Boan, wrote that a public ―medical 

insurance scheme would be the most efficient and just system‖ for Canadians.
84

 The remaining 

pieces fell into place soon after. The Medical Care Act (1966) was tabled by Prime Minister 

Pearson‘s Liberals. It extended coverage to doctors‘ services and began two years later on 1 July 

1968 under the Progressive Conservative Prime Minister Diefenbaker. Canada‘s national 

Medicare program had launched.
85

 

Public Insurance or Private Practice? The Debate of the Twenties and Thirties 

 

 A wellspring of information appeared to the average Torontonian on the topic of 

healthcare. In the twenties the Toronto Daily Star broke the news that Britain was tinkering with 

how it delivered medicine. The medical staff employed by the Ministry of Health had expanded 

in leaps and bounds. It was a move designed to better aid in the work of National Health 

Insurance.
86

 In 1932 it ran a front-page article indicating that British Columbia was considering 

adopting a ―scientific health insurance‖ plan. Compulsory for those earning less than $2500 
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CAD annually, the cost and benefits would be the same for all whom it covered.
87

 Hamilton city 

councilor and CCFer Sam Lawrence wondered why the province could not simply cover the 

health care costs of all children, as it had done with the celebrated Dion quintuplets.
88

 

 The editorial slant of the Globe aside, its readers were routinely teased with good news 

about national healthcare. Two thousand physicians from all around the globe met during the 98
th

 

annual meeting of the British Medical Association (BMA). When asked to address a growing 

public need for medical expertise, newly elected BMA president W. Harvey Smith remarked that 

the ―only possible solution was health insurance.‖
89

 In 1934, headlines announced that the 

United Farmers of Alberta were considering spending $10 million CAD on an initiative of state 

medicine.
90

 Dr. W. J. Bell, Deputy Health Minister of Ontario felt it unfair that a man should 

―mortgage his little farm‖ for example, in order to afford treatment.
91

 Dr. G. Harvey Agnew, 

Secretary of the Hospital Service Department of the CMA explained of the developed nations, 

only Canada and the United States lacked ―nationwide health insurance.‖
92

  

 Doctors were well aware that they could keep their communities healthy only when those 

who could pay for services outnumbered those who could not. It follows that many appeared to 

be favourable to some order of state medicine. Doctor-veterans of the Great War saw the appeal 

of regimenting medicine akin to the military.
93

 Some felt that Canada should import the British 

model of ―[socialized] medicine‖ to Canada because of the many close linkages between the two 

countries.
94

 Others sought much-needed advances in public and maternal health. What of the 
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poor mother able unable to rest due to children and toil? ―The best medical and nursing care will 

not meet the needs of a hungry mother,‖ wrote Dr. Grant Fleming of Montreal.
95

 Dr. Daniel 

Longpré (discussed later) linked social class to poor outcomes of health when he spoke of many 

poor and working class children in 1929.
96

 Around this time a letter appeared in the CMAJ 

pointed out that ante-natal care was ―an important factor‖ in reducing the maternal mortality rate 

in his native Halifax by half.
97

 A Kingston-based physician echoed this sentiment over a decade 

later.
98

  

 Others were not so keen on state medicine. Ontario Health Officer‘s Association 

President Dr. J. J. McCann saw it as a ―community rather than State problem.‖ Dr. James 

Roberts, Hamilton‘s Medical Officer of Health pointed out that the ―very rich and the very poor‖ 

were already getting access to the best medical services in the province.‖
99

 During the 38
th

 

annual conference of the Canadian Life Officers‘ Association, medical economist Hugh H. 

Wolfenden spoke against national health insurance as he felt that it ignored the causes of 

sickness.
100

 Better for the nation than a weighty bureaucracy would be free diagnostic services, 

B. F. F. wrote. Many other countries pursued that option with success.
101

 An organizational force 

within the CMA and highly influential physician
102

 Dr. T. Clarence Routley commented that he 

did ―not know of one scheme or plan now in effect in any country that [he] would wish to see 

introduced in Canada.‖
103

 Dismissing national health insurance as simply a ―useful handmaiden 
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to Public Health,‖ B. L. Wyatt felt that more good could be done between employer and 

employee than any scheme imposed from above. Their letter flippantly concluded that it was 

―the Murder of a Beautiful Theory by a Gang of Brutal Facts.‖
104

 

 Writing directly to the Globe Dr. A. S. Thompson referred to ―state medicine [as] 

humbug.‖ It stripped the individual of their freedom and degraded doctors. No need for a 

national programme – lower taxes across the board would leave Canadians with more money to 

pay their medical bills.
105

 After suffering nearly a decade under the economic conditions of the 

Depression, Thompson‘s suggestion would have won few converts.  

 In a special edition released in 1934, the CMA revealed its own plan for how state 

medicine might look. Largely funded via taxation, a special emphasis was placed upon cost-

saving public health and preventive treatments. The medical community gave early support, 

provided that the doctor was not beholden to a bureaucrat.
106

 The CMAJ admitted to its members 

that due to sections 92 and 93 of the British North America (BNA) Act, sections that governed 

minority rights, it was more a matter of provincial jurisdiction than federal fiat to enact health 

insurance.
107

 Another editorial a few years later stressed that with so many moving parts – 

federal and provincial units operating in concert – centralization was neither ―necessary nor 

advisable.‖
108

 Professional medicine in Canada was determined to maintain the status quo. 

 In order to contend with Toronto‘s mainstream press, the coverage run by the Party 

tended to emphasize the transformative benefits of socialism. In the years following the Russian 

Revolution, the Worker‘s supporters of socialism had much to say to Canadian women. Writer 
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Eric Verney contrasted the new Soviet social insurance scheme with Canada‘s failure to provide 

for its citizens. The USSR made resources available for pregnant and nursing mothers including 

―infant‘s clothes [to] free crèches.‖ Most could expect up to three months off work due to 

childbearing, while wives of insured workers were guaranteed nine months paid leave. Thanks to 

progressive social and health policies the population had crept back up to its pre-war numbers; 

the paper remarked that the Soviet took particular joy having tamed epidemics like typhoid and 

smallpox.
109

 Soviet state medicine was presented as a viable alternative to expensive free market 

solutions.
110

  

  Communists were unwilling to back away from a full and total overhaul of the family 

under capitalism. The Worker maintained that with the passage of the Soviet Marriage and 

Family Law of 1918 (strengthened again in 1926), children born out of wedlock and wives were 

no longer chattels of their fathers and husbands.
111

 When the paper discussed infant mortality, it 

argued in terms of the classed distribution of resources. Toronto hospital authorities were 

accused of refusing to admit child-bearing women if their husbands were unemployed, a 

development that forced the already destitute into even darker circumstances. The Worker 

pointed out that this wrong-headed decision would accomplish little more than a rise in ―infant 

[and] maternal mortality.‖ The paper drew on recent statistics in a study undertaken by Dr. H. S. 

Acker in the American Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology.
112

 Infant mortality was four 

times higher for public ward births than their private counterparts.
113
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 Beyond the steely political rhetoric, the Party hesitated to fully advocate for women. The 

front page of the 1 April 1933 Worker urged workers the world over to defend the Soviet and 

reprinted a speech that Stalin had given earlier to the Congress in Moscow outlining many 

improvements that the proletariat had gained under the collective farming system. But no 

mention was made of the crèches or day nurseries that working families required to ensure that 

they were meeting the state‘s lofty production goals.
114

  

Debating State Medicine During the War Years 

 

 During the winter of 1942, Canadians received word that ―the most competent practical 

economist in Britain,‖ Sir William Beveridge had released a long awaited report on the social 

and economic condition of Britain. Approved even by the conservative-leaning papers and 

political parties, it was to pave the way for unemployment insurance, pensions, and child 

benefits, for example. The Globe and Mail noted that some were hostile to it: medical 

organizations resentful of the further encroachment of state medicine, and insurance companies 

―threatened with extinction by the report.‖
115

 This document effectively served as the starter‘s 

pistol for the welfare state across the commonwealth. 

 An editorial appearing in 1942 urged doctors to discuss amongst their peers the topic of 

health insurance, an item that approached closer each day.
116

 The CMA‘s brief to the House of 

Commons‘ Special Committee on Social Security was reprinted in the early summer of 1943. It 

stressed how essential adequate medical care was to the nation, before turning the discussion to 

rising costs and inadequate public health measures. The CMA largely approved of the principle 

of health insurance, but raised many more questions about how it would be funded, who might 
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be included, and the autonomy of both medical education and organizations.
117

 More internal 

debate followed.
118

  

 In a letter to the CMAJ, R. M. Stalker expressed hope: state medicine would add more 

layers of bureaucracy, but the improvements to public and preventative health could not be 

ignored.
119

 Douglas Robb commented upon the mixed successes of the state health insurance of 

his native New Zealand. He was upset with the piecemeal system wrought by politicized 

bickering between the BMA and Labour Government, but physicians seemed to be doing well 

and their patients healthy.
120

 

 The CMAJ relayed the concerns of the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of 

Saskatchewan, angry over the recent passage of the Saskatchewan Health Insurance Act (1944). 

Doctors felt left out of the process and registered heated complaints.
121

 The animosity between 

doctors and politicians was but a glimpse of things to come. One month later A. E. Archer 

outlined the various initiatives that the provinces had recently undertaken, like the Municipal 

Medical Services Act in Ontario, or the Health Insurance Act in Saskatchewan. His cautious 

urging that members of the CMA become engaged in such debates was a tacit admission that 

national health care was on the horizon.
122

 

 Some were determined to keep state medicine as far away as possible. CMA President T. 

C. Routley explained during the Canadian Conference on Social Work that ―every self-

respecting Canadian [would] pay his own way‖ rather than take something for free. The CMA 

opposed state medicine but could accept some form of ―contributory health service,‖ as long as it 
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did not interfere with a doctor‘s freedom. 
123

 Routley‘s successor held a similar view. In 1949 

CMA President William Magner claimed that socialized medicine would be a degrading ―burden 

on the taxpayer,‖ drive the intelligent from his profession, and result in a net loss of doctor‘s 

independence and income.
124

 The CMA criticized the Soviet-style model in its brief on social 

security. The members had little desire to see local traditions trampled by a centralized 

―dictatorial‖ office.
125

 Outgoing CMA President A. E. Archer spent half of an editorial chastising 

his fellow physicians for not being more active on the topic of healthcare.
126

 He seemed more 

upset that not enough rank and file were opposed to it. Managing Director of Associated Medical 

Services J. A. Hannah had obvious reasons to oppose state health insurance. The ―political 

machine‖ that attempted to run healthcare would be inadequate. Hannah assured doctors that 

their independence and incomes would suffer.
127

  

 These medical veterans did not speak for everyone. Early in its run, Dr. Henry Sigerist 

appeared in the CAMSI journal to explain the benefits of Soviet-styled medicine. Medical units 

were centrally planned so as to maximize their reach and minimize costs. As an example he 

related that the number of maternity beds for women was 1,632 before the Great War, but as of 

1941 that figure had leapt to 66,261.
128

 Saskatchewan‘s new Premier Douglas accepted the 

invitation to write for CAMSI Journal hoping to sway the next generation of doctors and 

reminding them that the ―CCF believes that [medicine] must become a public utility.‖ He 

reminded readers that his province‘s public health victory over tuberculosis was only possible 

due to a united front. Rather than rigid ―regimentation,‖ Douglas and the CCF sought a program 
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of healthcare that worked for patients and doctors.
129

 A few years later CAMSI printed ―What Do 

You Know About Health Insurance?,‖ an article designed to educate medical professionals about 

the changes coming to medicine. The journal concluded that doctors were permitted more 

freedom than was originally anticipated under the proposed plans.
130

 McGill medical student 

Brian Little was unimpressed. He facetiously explained to his fellows that ―every medical 

student is going to get free tuition, free books, and a salary.‖ Married students will be given even 

more. In addition to the free penicillin mailed to everyone each day, people will get a free ticket 

for any test they desire ―from electroencephalography, to gall bladder visualization, and a barium 

series.‖ By diagnosing themselves with ―malnutrition and rickets,‖ doctors could get a free trip to 

the seashore and sun. The Canadian Bank Note Company was busily printing all the money that 

this paradise would require.
131

 In the very next issue the University of Toronto medical students 

F. Williamson, D. N. Crozier, and T. R. Utsunomiya protested the journal‘s publication of 

Little‘s letter. His failure to ―advance an effective argument‖ only lowered the profile of the 

journal and suggested that socialized medicine was not to be taken seriously.
132

 

 Seven years after the Beveridge report, Canada remained one of the few Commonwealth 

nations without a national system of health insurance. Star readers got a first glimpse of what 

was in store. PM Mackenzie King outlined an ambitious plan to ensure Canada enjoyed a 

―national minimum of social security and human welfare.‖ Many millions were to be set aside 

for hospitals, health grants were to be made available, and intense studies undertaken to ensure 

that Canadians would enjoy a comprehensive, ―nationwide system of health insurance.‖
133

 By the 

late forties Dr. Harris McPhedran of the CMA explained that his organization was primarily 
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fearful of political interference. Cooperation was possible, as he noted that all three of Canada‘s 

major political parties were interested in at least some form of health insurance.
134

 During a 

banquet for the CCF, Premier Douglas remarked that Canadian Tories could learn a lot from 

their British brethren: the conservatives of that country had largely accepted ―state medicine to 

keep up with the times.‖
135

 It was striking as only years prior the Globe and Mail ran an anti-

state health editorial, mocking the CCF for their ―regrettable lack of knowledge‖ on the topic of 

health insurance.
136

 The CCF under Douglas enjoyed a raised profile for their laudable political 

works, but what of the Communists? 

 During the forties the CPC presented itself as a respectable ally to Canadians. In order to 

separate itself from the pack, the communists began to include specific provisions for mothers 

and children in their demands for state medicine. And through the Tribune, it was quick to point 

out who would attempt to stop this from happening. Prime Minister King announced the 

Provincial Allowances Act on 17 July 1944. Soon after, Ontario‘s Progressive Conservative 

Premier George Drew took to the airwaves to protest this legislation. He claimed that ―millions 

of dollars from the pockets of the people of Ontario‖ would head to Quebec, due to that 

province‘s larger families.
137

 In anticipation of King‘s Act, Quebec Premier Maurice Duplessis 

justified deep cuts to the mother‘s benefits in his province by claiming that families were now 

provided for by the federal government. According to the Tribune, he claimed that Quebec‘s 

mothers would ―have so much money that they won‘t know what to do with it.‖
138
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 Party notable Beckie Buhay pointed out that as family allowances diminish per child, 

there was in fact little disparity between French and English benefits. She prescribed sympathy 

reminding Anglophone readers how French Canadians suffered under their own brand of 

conservatism. Quebec had a TB death rate three times that of Ontario, twice as many child deaths 

due to diseases, and the worst infant mortality of any Canadian province. While improved family 

allowances would help, Canadians still needed ―free prenatal and child clinics,‖ and accessible 

maternity centres for new and expectant mothers.
139

  

 The Tribune had always sought to advance the development of nurseries and other 

services that would protect the working family. Whether urban or rural, ―household drudgery‖ 

had to be made a thing of the past. Modernization helped every woman become a ―full-fledged 

citizen in fact as well as in law.‖
140

 The paper made biting comparisons of fascism verses 

socialism through two contrasting views of the household. Fascist nations adopted the view of 

women‘s inferiority, summed up in the mantra of the Third Reich, ―Kuche, Kirche, Kinder.‖ 

Socialism enshrined the interests of mother and child through initiatives like ―pregnancy leave 

with pay,‖ and a robust network of ―maternity homes, nurseries and kindergartens.‖ It was 

obvious that with the backing of a muscular welfare system and state medicine, Canadian 

women‘s lives would be markedly improved.
141

 

 The benefits enjoyed by the citizens of the USSR were routinely contrasted against the 

poor situation in Canada during the war years. Party activist Beckie Buhay lauded the generous 

family allowance plan established to help the mothers of exceptionally large families. Her praise 

of maternity under socialism, notwithstanding, she found it difficult to imagine a woman 

anywhere intentionally having eleven children in order to qualify for a one-time payout from the 

                                                 
139

 Beckie Buhay, ―Drew Wants To Kill Family Allowances,‖ CT, 2 Sep 1944, 9. 
140

 Letter to the Editor, ―Correspondence From Our Readers,‖ CT, 4 September 1943, 10. 
141

 ―Social Position of Women,‖ CT, 2 August 1941, 5. 



239 

 

state.
142

 The benefits that women enjoyed under the Soviet Union became commonplace in the 

paper.
143

 An article appearing on Christmas day 1942 told of the many clinics established in the 

Soviet Union. Claiming it to be a ―world [leader] in the care of children and mothers,‖ the USSR 

boasted more than twenty-thousand paediatricians. Operating out of the Maternity and Infant 

Welfare Institute these clinics treated epidemics like ―whooping cough, diphtheria and smallpox‖ 

while advising families on children‘s dietetics and wellness.
144

 To a Canadian onlooker, it may 

have appeared as if the Soviets were launching a full-frontal assault on want, deprivation, and 

disease. 

 One beacon of light on Canadian shores was the Toronto Women‘s College Hospital – 

the only one of its kind in the country. The Tribune explained that all manner of malady was 

covered here, not just obstetrics and gynaecology. Caring for over twenty-thousand patients in 

1946 alone, out of 1937 live births only one mother and 25 babies had died – a rate less than half 

of the nation‘s average and clearly a step in the right direction. Author Campbell suggested that 

the hiring of 4,000 additional physicians could extend these impressive figures across the entire 

country.
145

 

 Under the guise of the Labour-Progressive Party (LPP) communists pledged that they 

would introduce comprehensive ―National Health Insurance‖ if elected.
146

 As part of a push to 

elect LPP member Fred Rose in 1943, a pamphlet further outlined their plan for medicare. Just as 

Canadians were protected both on and off the job via unemployment insurance, ―health insurance 

is the [next] logical step.‖ Properly managed and national in scope, it would ensure that every 

Canadian would be eligible to receive ―hospital care, dental care, maternity care, prevention 
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against tuberculosis, cancer and similar diseases that ravage national health.‖ Postponing 

treatment due to financial concerns would be a thing of the past, as it would place within reach of 

every Canadian the full benefits of the medical profession.
147

  

 Canadians needed no one to tell them that they suffered a lack of doctors: one third of the 

babies who died in their first year of life perished without professional care. Illness ‗cost‘ 

Canadians over $250,000,000 annually in lost time, wages, production loss, and medical bills.
148

 

The Tribune stated that it was possible for the working woman to enjoy a safe, modern, and 

scientific childbirth, but only under socialism.
149

 

 Physicians sympathetic to the communist position on public health at times appeared in 

the Tribune. Dr. Hilda R. B. Werden deplored the state of maternal mortality. Commenting upon 

a recent study by the National Committee for Mental Hygiene on The Distribution of Medical 

Care and Public Health Services in Canada, she said it challenged the Canadian people to find 

―a solution for the better and more even distribution of health services.‖ Canada‘s infant 

mortality was ―the highest amongst all the white peoples of the British Empire,‖ while its 

maternal mortality was ranked in the top fifth of 26 developed nations in 1936. Comfortable 

politicians allotted a frugal six percent of the total health budget for public health and sanitation. 

―Socialized medicine,‖ she concluded, was the best way of ―providing accessible and adequate 

medical care for every man, woman and child in Canada.‖
150

 Writing to the Canadian Public 

Health Journal (CPHJ) Werden urged for funding, grants, and the hiring of far more doctors. 

Better national health would ―constitute one of the greatest … aids to Canada and the Empire.‖
151
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Her letter was reprinted in the CMAJ a few months later.
152

 Keeping up the pressure, the Tribune 

printed articles like ―Death Takes Three Canadian Mothers Every Day,‖ a 5 April 1941 editorial 

claiming that one baby died needlessly every hour. These gloomy sums ranged from 40 per 

thousand live births in British Columbia, to Quebec where one in ten was lost.
153

  

 Working Canadians knew that every penny had to be pinched in matters of healthcare, 

but the coffer was bottomless when it came to war. The front page of the 5 April 1941 Tribune 

featured coverage the fiery remarks made in the House of Commons earlier that month by Dorise 

Nielsen, MP (United Progressive, North Battleford, SK). Minister of National Defense for Air, 

Charles Gavan Power ,MPP (Liberal, Quebec South), had lamented that one-third of Canadian 

men were unfit for active duty. Nielsen demanded to know how Canada could consider itself 

ready for conflict with so many in poor health?
154

 One month earlier, in debates over the war 

appropriations bill, which exceeded $1,300,000,000 CAD, Power and other members of the 

house moved against public health even as they approved another billion for war. When John 

Ritchie MacNicol MPP (National Government, Davenport) asked what was to be done for 

wounded veterans unable to find work, Power retorted that he would not ―keep crocks on the 

payroll.‖ The associate minister‘s words provoked an outburst in the House. Pressed to clarify 

his stance, Power replied that if men were unfit for service, they were no longer the military‘s 

problem.
155

 

                                                 
152

 Hilda R. B. Werden, ―The Problem of Distribution of Health Services in Canada,‖ CMAJ 45, no. 3 (September 

1941): 277-8. 
153

 ―Death Takes Three Canadian Mothers Every Day; A Canadian Child Dies Needlessly Every Hour,‖ CT, 5 April 

1941, 1. 
154

 ―Dorise Nielsen Demands National Health Program For the Canadian People,‖ CT, 5 April 1941, 1. 
155

 Canada, House of Commons Debates, 19th Parliament, 2nd Session: Vol. 2, ―War Appropriations Bill,‖ 17 

March 1941, P.1590.  Web. http://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC1902_02 



242 

 

 In the House, Nielsen cited Dr. Grant Lathe in her battles with Power over the nation‘s 

capital.
156

 Blending medicine and social justice seamlessly, his book, The Fight for Life (1941), 

quickly became a trusted sidearm for the Tribune‘s staff.  Citing Lathe on Trois-Rivières, the 

paper wrote ―It is nothing short of a national tragedy that there should be a city in our Dominion 

in which, out of every ten babies born, two die‖ 
157

 Every year more than seven-hundred 

Canadian mothers died needlessly due to ―inadequate medical care and attention.‖
158

 The 

situation so frustrated correspondents in the Maritimes that a separate editorial was written for 

that region.
159

 

 Lathe was soon joined by like-minded doctors. The forties were the high-water mark for 

external physicians writing directly to the Tribune.
160

 Some, like the writer behind the paper‘s 

medical advice column, chose to remain anonymous. Others were forthcoming, freely dispensing 

advice to all who would read.
161

 Deeply moved by the paper‘s review of Lathe‘s The Fight for 

Life, Dr. T.G. Bunting of Ste. Anne de Bellevue, Quebec, remarked that it ―should be a challenge 

to all Canadians!‖ Bunting knew of Canada‘s terrible maternal mortality figures, and deplored 

Canadian officials censoring of educational materials relating to maternity and childbirth in the 

11 April 1938 edition of Life magazine. When he complained to the authority responsible on 4 

May 1938, the office of the Minister of National Revenue James Lorimer Isley replied that the 

subject matter ―would be offensive to the sense of decency of large numbers of Canadian 

citizens.‖
162
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 The Montreal-based paediatrician and friend of Dr. Norman Bethune, Dr. Daniel Longpré 

had a brief but energetic spate of appearances in the Tribune.
163

 A strong advocate of community 

medicine, Longpré asked concerned parents and others to send him their questions regarding 

babies, maternity, and childrearing,
164

 and he dispensed advice to combat the common maladies 

of the young.
165

 He was employed as a paediatrician with the Grey Sisters crèche at Notre Dame 

hospital in Montreal.
166

 The Winnipeg Free Press claimed that he was a ―leader of the Labor 

Progressive Party‖ in an article where he poked at the ultra-nationalism of Quebec.
167

 One 

memoir penned by a colleague of his son, Dr. Bernard Longpré, indicates that the senior Longpré 

first ran a free clinic in east Montreal in the thirties.
168

 Given his professional zeal, Party status, 

and comfort with leftist politics, Daniel Longpré is a strong candidate for the identity of the 

paper‘s mysterious medical advice columnist.  

 The Tribune appealed to those with whom it would not normally agree due to ideological 

difference. For example, the Ottawa obstetrician and gynaecologist Dr. Ernest Couture was the 

author of popular paediatric works such as Canadian Mother and Child and he had testified for 

the crown during the Eastview Birth Control Trial, during which the communists had backed the 

accused, Dorothea Palmer.
169

 The Tribune cited his claim that every year nearly 20,000 Canadian 

new mothers went without medical attention and only one quarter received pre-natal care. Fifty-

thousand Canadians would not be returning home from the war, but some 130,000 infants had 

died during the Second World War – one of the highest rates of infant mortality in the 
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Commonwealth – according to the Division of Maternal and Child Hygiene, the Federal 

Department of Health, and the Wartime Information Board.
170

 The CPC‘s resident medical 

advisor concluded that Canadian medicine was ―unable to deliver the fruits of its progress to the 

people at large.‖ As long as medicine was a capitalist business predicated on profit first, disease 

and ill-health would continue unabated.
171

  

 The Tribune considered the Tories who ran the province to be one of the largest hurdles 

to adequate medicine. In the spring of 1944 Alfred C. Campbell complained that Ontario‘s 

Minister of Health Dr. R.P. Vivian was not making good on his promise that the province would 

offer ―public health service unmatched in any large rural province or state.‖ Campbell charged 

that Premier Drew and Vivian were actively opposing a federal scheme to ease the burden of 

working folk. Responding to the criticism, Vivian claimed that the Progressive Conservative 

plans for public health were undermined by communist meddlers. Moreover, Campbell revealed 

that Ontario‘s Department of Health‘s funding had dropped by more than a million dollars 

between 1944 and 1946. Resources for Venereal Disease Control had fallen by 15%, whereas 

Maternal & Child Hygiene fell by a quarter and was to have maintenance reduced by 85%. Day 

Nurseries were hardest hit with total funding essentially being cut in two.
172

 Having long 

opposed outside meddling from Ottawa, the Tories cut at public funding of medicine to ease 

provincial budgets.  

 Distancing itself from political officials, the Tribune continued to present its agenda as 

beneficial to the health of families. It examined the withering assault that daily life placed upon 
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the meagre earnings of war-wives.
173

 In the summer of 1944 ―E.D.‖ wrote to the editor to urge 

women to struggle to retain the hard-won benefits and wages that they had gained during the war 

years. This writer knew that they would be ordered out of the factories and back to the home to 

make room for returning servicemen and veterans.
174

 

 In 1945, the cost of living had exploded by nearly a third. Rents, food, clothing, and 

medical bills devoured meagre family savings.
175

 The return to pre-war normalcy included a 

return to domesticity, which was thought to safeguard ―social stability and economic progress.‖ 

To traditionalists, programs like the family allowance, public childcare, and socialized healthcare 

tampered with gendered and market forces: they thought that these offerings allowed the lazy 

and unambitious to escape their responsibilities. There was much resistance first to the Beveridge 

Report (1942), as well as its Canadian response in the form of the Marsh Report (1943) that 

collectively signalled the emergence of the modern welfare state. Traditionalists worried that it 

would reduce all of society to a purely economic mould.
176

 

 Leftist observers agreed that the family was under siege; however, they cast the 

arguments in different terms. To communists, the family was an economic unit and working 

class families bore the unhealthy consequences of low wages. Many socialists knew that poor 

living conditions opened the door to divorce, misery, and broken homes.
177

 Writers decried the 

wartime living conditions of the Canadian family,
178

 while the Tribune editors told working-class 
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Canadians that they too deserved to taste the fruits of an Allied victory.
179

 Former Member of 

Parliament Dorise Nielsen echoed this sentiment in an article linking low-wage jobs directly to 

negative health consequences for young women.
180

 The paper fumed that the provincial Drew 

government did nothing about the housing crisis. It estimated that nearly one-hundred million 

dollars in valuable materials were wasted on non-essential buildings like ―offices, night clubs, 

garages [and] churches.‖ Canadian families were packed like sardines in unhealthy, ramshackle 

dwellings while returning soldiers erected illegal tent cities.
181

 Writer and Party member A. C. 

Campbell
182

 complained that soldiers would come home to ―one-quarter of houses [without] 

bathrooms‖ and requiring major repairs, while nearly half lacked central heating or were infested 

with vermin. Campbell reminded veterans that they had a friend in Fred Rose MP (LPP, 

Montreal-Cartier), who felt that as Canada had ―spent $18 billion on war, surely we can find one 

billion for housing.‖
183

 The first Communist elected to Parliament, Rose was revealed to be a 

communist spy by a defecting Soviet cypher clerk, Igor Gouzenko and spent six years in prison 

for his actions.
184

 

 The Tribune encouraged the public to see that the strong and centralized state apparatus 

that had delivered an Allied victory could also be used to help working Canadians thrive. 

Torontonians Dorothy and Bill Rogers and their three children were forced to live in cramped 

conditions, even though his earnings were a third higher than those of the average working 
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man.
185

 Postwar inflation cut deeply into working-class budgets.
186

 By 1947, according to the 

Dominion Bureau of Statistics only one in ten workers broke the threshold of earnings for the 

barest of weekly budgets. The recent lifting of wartime price controls sent prices skyward and 

left few unscathed.
187

 That the paper now relied upon the cost-of-living index was ironic, 

considering that it had previously cast it as an unfair ‗tool‘ of capital.
188

 Life would be easier and 

more tolerable, it was believed, if only the firm regulations that had benefitted Canada during the 

war would return to save the family from the ravenous profiteering of capital. 

Public-Private in the Postwar: National Health Insurance in the Fifties 

 

 The end of armed conflict in Europe sent a chill across the globe as the Cold War had 

begun. Canadians were leery of what this meant for the ongoing discussion of a national health 

plan. When the Star discussed the matter, it mentioned that the outpouring of federal grants to 

medical and other health services would benefit veterans and their families.
189

 The significance 

of this funding to recently demobilized soldiers was obvious. Further support was to be found in 

coverage the paper gave to M. J. Coldwell, Party leader of the CCF. Upset that Canadians 

collectively spent half a billion dollars annually on private hospitals and medical bills, he poked 

at King‘s Liberals by remarking that for just over half that sum, all Canadians could receive 

coverage under a national ―proper health insurance program.‖
190

 Increasing private insurance 

                                                 
185

 Dorise Nielsen, ―Controlled Prices in Wartime, Built Houses Too – So Why Not In Peacetime,‖ CT, 1 July 1947, 

5. 
186

 See Robert Wright, ―From Nationalism to Liberalism: Peter C. Newman‘s Discovery of Canada,‖ in Creating 

postwar Canada : Community, Diversity, and Dissent, 1945-75, ed., Magda Fahrni (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2008), 

131; Kenneth Harold Norrie and Douglas Owram, A History of the Canadian Economy (Toronto: Harcourt Brace 

Jovanovich, 1991); and Bryan D. Palmer, Canada's 1960s: The Ironies of Identity in a Rebellious Era (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2009), 32-4. 
187

 ―Only One Worker In Ten Can Meet Basic Budget, Gov‘t Figure Reveals,‖ CT, 10 June 1947, 2. 
188

 Bert Marcuse, ―Is Cost-Of-Living Index Phoney?‖ CT, 1 May 1943, 9. 
189

 ―Grant $42,000,000 More to Expand Health Program,‖ TDS, 2 May 1953, 2. 
190

 A. O. Tate, ―Save 300 Million if 5 Millions in Health-Plan – CCF,‖ TDS, 15 July 1953, 29.  



248 

 

costs were constant reminders that something had to be done.
191

 Ontario‘s hospital insurance 

plan covered ninety percent of the province by the late fifties. Minister of Health M. B. Dymond 

was pleased to announce that the program generated a happy surplus of twenty-six million 

dollars, income that the province would use to cut rates in the near future.
192

 R. A. Wooland 

wrote to the Globe in support of public medical insurance, which brought medicine much closer 

to the everyman, offered opportunity and money to medical students, and would benefit the 

country.
193

 

 Those lining up against a national healthcare plan could point to other nations‘ 

shortcomings in their own attempts to implement it. Many intentionally linked it to a socialist 

plot, or communism. The Globe and Mail ran an article indicating that illness increased under 

state medicine in the United Kingdom. Based upon a survey undertaken by the Labor Party, 

overall illness was up 8% while days lost to sickness rose by 22% and one in fifty Britons now 

suffered from tuberculosis.
194

 British Progressive Conservatives indicated that their proposed 

national health insurance plan would not include state medicine. Doctors would not become civil 

servants under their watch.
195

  

 While the CMA remained set against state medicine, there were indications of a thaw. F.  

W. Jackson wrote of the National Health Grants program recently unveiled by then PM 

Mackenzie King. It would raise hospital standards and provide for even more medical education. 

What pleased them most was the continued promise from Paul Martin, Minister of National 

Health and Welfare, that there would be ―no attempt to interfere with the rights of organized 
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medicine.
196

 An address by Martin at the CMA‘s Annual Meeting in the summer of 1955 was 

reprinted in the July CMAJ. The Minister reminded his audience of the good works that a 

continued fruitful relationship would provide. Insurance was mentioned, but largely in the guise 

of the ability to expand care to ever more Canadians.
197

  

 In the late fifties due to the recent changes to hospital and doctor‘s insurance, more 

Canadians than ever took advantage of the programs. F. Burns Roth was impressed with the 

increased hospital availability, but pointed out that unforeseen logistical snarls had to be planned 

for. In Saskatchewan alone, for example, the need for hospital beds for elderly patients rose by 

60% over the past decade.
198

 Doctors in Quebec noticed an equally disturbing trend. Traditional 

medical education was to ―learn by doing,‖ but with the cost falling, patients now refused to be 

seen by students –demanding instead only ―fully qualified physicians and surgeons.‖ Medical 

authorities pledged to petition the government for further assistance with training hospitals.
199

 

 Even the leadership of the CMA relented somewhat. ―We acknowledge the right of our 

fellow citizens to … determine how they pay for their medical care,‖ CMA President Morley A. 

R. Young said in his closing address to the organization‘s Quebec wing. Notwithstanding 

medicine‘s advancements, doctors should never forget that one quarter of Canadians were unable 

to afford any sort of health services.
200

 

Maternal Health and the Politics of Red Motherhood in the Fifties 

 During this time the Canadian Tribune sharpened its coverage of issues linking maternal 

health and wellness to a program of national health. A newly retooled women‘s column was 
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headed by Hazel Wigdor. Unlike the more mainstream media, its intent was political and 

highlighted the classed deprivation heaped upon working women and their families. The first 

column complained about how poor families were barred from the regenerative experiences of 

camping and nature due to class and financial constraints.
201

 Its return, one week later, affirmed 

the column as a standard Tribune feature.
202

 

 Communists attempted to demonstrate leadership on issues important to all Canadian 

women. In 1950 the Congress of Canadian Women (CCW) rose from the ashes of a previous 

protest group, the Housewives and Consumers Association (HCA), formed only three years 

earlier. Both were home to progressive housewives, but the Toronto-based CCW was more 

closely aligned to the communists.
203

 Tribune writer Helene Wasser explained that the CCW was 

a truly national organization fighting for equality and security for Canadian families. While its 

Bill of Rights did not mention reproduction beyond the concept of ―motherhood,‖ its stated goals 

included the health and security of all Canadians.
204

 The paper reprinted the CCW‘s Bill of 

Rights in full.
205

 In addition to demands for equal pay and women‘s pensions, it called for fair 

access to a national program of ―medical and hospital care.‖ This 1950 document embodied a 

forgone conclusion that all women would become mothers; however, it did recognize their right 

to determine how they would do so.
206

 

 In addition to the standard fare of women‘s politics, common features included the heath 

of working class children and families. When the Globe suggested in 1951 that family 
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allowances could be abolished and would be missed by few,
207

 the Tribune‘s readership 

responded in full force. One writer complained that even though the money was clawed back via 

taxation, it was preferable to having it spent on war. A social worker had never observed misuse 

of the funds and most used it for staples, or to offset emergency, dental, and medical expenses.  

Caring for three grandsons, one of whom had asthma, a woman explained that the removal of the 

allowances would do ―great harm to the average working-class families earning around $40-$44 

a week.‖ Even routine paediatric check-ups were six dollars each in 1951.
208

 That same year, the 

paper reported that the St. Laurent Government was still spending almost $2 billion CAD upon 

the military. An October report of House of Commons revealed that 52.7% of the federal budget 

– or nearly $700 per household – paid for this ―dance of death.‖ Large American profiteers, who 

owned stakes in Canadian ―nickel, oil, aluminum, airplane, auto, copper and chemicals‖ 

benefitted from the generous handouts.
209

  

 Little had improved by the mid-fifties when the paper returned to the soaring costs of life 

in Canada. The front page held an image of three smiling children huddled around a small cache 

of food and contrasted it with a picture of three fighter aircraft. The paper explained that each 

Avro Canada CF-100 Canuck cost nearly $700,000. Total production costs were estimated to 

exceed one-hundred million dollars. A single flight would consume as much fuel as would a 

family car in six months.
210

 A military historian admitted that the sums were ―huge‖ for Canada: 

military spending continually crept up during the decade; by the mid-fifties, the Canadian Forces 
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gobbled up nearly eight percent of the country‘s GDP.
211

 With the end of hostilities well behind, 

this arrangement must have seemed unfair to those struggling to make ends meet. 

 The opinions of Canadian women on maternity were changing and many were willing to 

make demands upon the state to safeguard the health their families. On International Women‘s 

Day, 8 March 1954, the Communist aligned CCW called for free maternity care in Quebec, a 

province that suffered a third more perinatal deaths in Canada. Alberta provided post-partum 

mothers with two weeks free hospitalization which correlated with that province having the 

lowest maternal mortality rate, nearly half that of Quebec.
212

 During the summer of 1955, the 

president of the United Electrical Workers Union Ladies‘ Auxiliary, Local 514, Elrena Blair 

visited China and approved of what she saw.  More than five-hundred women worked in heavy 

foundry, supported by a ―nursery, kindergarten and primary schools.‖ They were given 56 days 

maternity leave and after returning to work were allowed two hours per day to spend feeding and 

caring their children. Medical and hospital bills are unknown in the Chinese People‘s Republic, 

Blair claimed.
213

 But even meagre attempts at reform for Canadian women seemed impossible. 

After a vote in the House of Commons defeated a bill that called for equal pay, Party 

heavyweight Annie Buller pointed to Russia. She explained that Soviet women had enjoyed 

―maternity leave with full pay, and the provision of a wide network of maternity homes, [and] 

nurseries‖ since 1917.
214

 These articles portrayed socialist countries as being leagues ahead of 

Canada when it came to infant and maternal welfare. But even the most ardent supporter must 

have been surprised when it was first announced that socialism had removed the pains of 

childbirth itself. 
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 Tribune staff writer Libbie Park first learned of what was termed ‗painless childbirth‘ in 

Moscow. She was at a council meeting of the Women‘s International Democratic Federation in 

1949 and discussed the matter with the editor of the popular magazine Soviet Woman. Park was 

told that in addition to enjoying full social and economic equality, socialist women could 

experience the miracle of ‗painless childbirth.‘
215

 One full year would pass before an editorial 

investigated this exciting development. The paper cited an article that had originally appeared in 

the French journal Defense de la Paix by the former assistant clinic director of the Paris Faculty 

of Medicine, Fernand Lamaze.
216

 In the early fifties this famous obstetrician studied 

psychoprophylactic method (PPM) as it was known in Russia, touring three hospitals across the 

Soviet Union. He was amazed to discover that painless childbirth had swept a nation of 200 

million in less than two years.
217

 PPM was originally mandated across the USSR through Order 

No. 142 on 13 February 1951 by Soviet Minister of Public Health Minzdrav E. Smirnov. It 

would be utilized in all hospitals and medical facilities.
218

 This new method relied on the body‘s 

own ―conditioned reflexes,‖ inherent within the sciences pioneered by famed Ukrainian 

physiologist and Nobel laureate, Ivan Pavlov. ―The method is rational and without danger,‖ 

Lamaze remarked. The doctor had spoken with mothers immediately postpartum and saw no 

signs of duress or pain. While the Tribune explained that enlightened physicians in England and 

the United States had begun using it, the paper gave no further details of the actual techniques 

used.
219
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 A second, smaller vignette by I. Z. Velovski shared the page with the editorial on painless 

childbirth. Using psychoprophylaxis, Soviet doctors sought not to ―cure‖ pain but suppress it 

during labour. This painless state may be achieved by eliminating emotions of fear; raising her 

self-awareness; and understanding the processes involved in childbirth. Liberated from their 

pain, women were free to experience a ―birth of personal sensations.‖ Velovski explained that 

this revolutionary analgesia could come about only ―in a country where social preoccupations 

and not self-interest provide the driving motive,‖ and where ―women have rights equal to those 

of men.‖
220

 Soviet psychophysics could be learned by anyone and required no complicated, 

potentially harmful, or expensive pharmaceuticals. It was a development in science that aligned 

perfectly with Communist ideals at home and abroad. 

 Four years later, painless childbirth had rapidly proliferated around the globe. Women‘s 

columnist Hazel Wigdor returned to it in her coverage of the method developed by British 

practitioner Dr. Grantly Dick-Read (referred to by the Tribune simply as Read).
221

 Read claimed 

that primitive women‘s birthing process happened naturally, unlike modern women who had lost 

their natural competence. This harm was perpetuated and compounded by ―obstetricians and 

midwives [unable] to stand by and allow the natural and uninterrupted course of [sic] labor.‖
222

 

By the mid-forties, he argued that the fear of labour could have permanent psychological 

consequences for mother and child.
223

 Wigdor interviewed Reva Dolgoy, who, using Read‘s 

texts, had mastered his methods.
224

 ―Because of her faithful practice during pregnancy,‖ Wigdor 

reported, ―Dolgoy kept in conscious control during the birth of the baby.‖ Unlike other mothers 
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who felt ―enlarged and flabby‖ after the birth, the new mom felt perfectly normal. Canadian 

women wishing to enjoy the Read technique need look no further than the Toronto Women‘s 

College Hospital, where Dr. Marion Hilliard
225

 had first instituted it three years ago. A 

physiotherapist in charge of the classes, Betty Osborne revealed that expectant mothers spent six 

weeks in ―education for childbirth, learning about physiology … and the process of giving birth.‖ 

While the Read advocated zero interference, Osborne explained that the clinic‘s doctors were on 

hand to ensure that the delivery went smoothly. In its first year of operations, a majority of 

women were first-time mothers and roughly half were in labour for less than twelve hours. For 

women giving birth to second children, 80 percent used pain-eliminating techniques 

successfully.
226

 

 The following week, Wigdor enlisted LPP trustee Edna Ryerson to further elucidate the 

painless childbirth used in French hospitals. The Lamaze method of psychoprophylaxis involved 

education lectures on physiology and anatomy, sessions with a physiotherapist increasing in 

frequency as the pregnancy progresses, and regular meetings with a midwife who is a mother 

herself. They conclude with ―teaching women how to behave during their various stages of 

labour.‖
227

 This final point suggests that at least some of the hidden magic may have been the 

classed and gendered relationships between patients and practitioners. Wigdor and staff writer 

Betty Arnold toured the People‘s Republic of China to observe the strand of painless childbirth 

being refined by the Chinese. They were guided by Drs. Yuen and Tien of the Lying-in Hospital 

in Peking, who boasted a 90% success rate within the 4200 women delivered in the previous 

three years. The Canadians observed a birth during which the mother displayed no signs of pain 
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at the arrival of a lively boy. ―There was no need for slapping him to overcome the anesthesia.‖ 

For a land without medical care, it was cheap, simple, and widely available in rural areas. Many 

women could return home after about a week. Dr. Yuen explained that the Chinese ―psycho-

prophylactio‖ method was a variant of Russian psychophysics.
228

 

In response to Wigdor and Arnold‘s tour of China, Mrs. H. Verdun wrote to express her 

joy at learning of this ―beautiful thing for mothers of the future.‖ She had lost a son due to a 

―long, drawn out labour.‖ But now with psychophysics, society could separate birth from 

suffering. She knew that a world with no need for anaesthetics would be happier and safer.
229

 

The Tribune concluded its coverage on painless childbirth in the fifties in a manner 

befitting its communist politics. The 4 February 1958 editorial explained that in natural 

childbirth, pain was ―not counteracted by dope, but by confidence and hard-work, the most 

potent remedies yet discovered.‖ Drugs and painkillers could harm the nervous system, the paper 

explained, and actually increase pain. There could be ―no substitute for the freshness and vigour 

which are so vital in the hard-work stage‖ of childbirth.
230

 Less a total rejection of medicine, the 

paper‘s enthusiasm was more to do with the empowering self-mastery that aligned neatly with its 

political aspirations: the discipline and iron will of a drugless ―natural childbirth‖ aligned well 

with communist ideology. That this method was becoming the norm in socialist countries only 

added to its lustre. The Tribune contended that elite medical professionals and the self-interested 

pharmaceutical industry might oppose natural childbirth, as it would harm the revenue of these 

capitalist industries. 

When the birth pangs of a national healthcare program began, the communists went on 

the defensive. Prime Minister St. Laurent‘s Liberals introduced the Hospital Insurance and 
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Diagnosis Services Act (HIDS) at the end of the decade. It paid for half of the fees incurred by 

these programs in the provinces that adopted it.
231

 Instead of recognizing the good works of a 

political foe, the Communists hammered at the Liberals‘ poor record.
232

 Women‘s columnist 

Hazel Wigdor skated around the issue two years later; she criticized the ―limitations of the 

provincial hospital insurance scheme.‖
233

 The Tribune failed to acknowledge the public hospital 

insurance scheme that St. Laurent‘s Liberals had begun rolling out across the nation in the 

twilight of the fifties. It was a trend that would repeat itself in the coming decade. 

The Canadian Medicare Consensus of the Sixties 

 

 The sixties brought new and interesting shifts in how Canadians approached and 

appraised their relationship with the state. Many seeds of healthcare sown in previous decades 

now began to blossom. Discussion of a national program to safeguard the health of Canadians 

had become commonplace and accepted.   

 ―A Modest Plea‖ urged policymakers to reconsider paying the hospital insurance 

premiums of the unemployed. Unemployment dollars were hoarded for food, clothing, and 

children‘s needs rather than bills. ―Common humanity and common sense‖ meant that the 

simplest way to ease this misery was to cover the premiums of the unemployed.
234

 When 

Pearson‘s Liberals committed to putting Canada‘s national Medicare program into place the 

Toronto Daily Star was overjoyed. Making good on a Liberal Party pledge from 1919 that had 

been ―gathering dust for 47 years,‖ the paper could think of no more fitting tribute to the nation 

on for centenary next year than national Medicare.
235

 As part of the federal-provincial 
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agreement, the individual provinces found themselves scrambling to implement their end of the 

bargain. Of all of the provinces entering into the new agreement, only British Columbia and 

Newfoundland were ready for the 1 July 1967 deadline.
 236 

Combined with national economic 

woes, these delays were concerning. Speaking to those who felt that the future of Medicare was 

in jeopardy, Walter Gordon, President of the Privy council assured MPs that ―we will do our 

damnedest to see that it is implemented.‖ He was on the defensive after two leading Tory MPs, 

Davie Fulton and Gerald Baldwin accused the government of poor financial management.
237

 ―I 

don‘t complain about Canada,‖ H. R. Los wrote to the Star. It may be a wonderful country, but 

―in social insurance, Canada [was] at least 50 years behind‖ his native Netherlands.
238

  

 The opponents of Medicare also lined up in opposition to the proposed changes to 

medicine. In the spring leading to the Doctor‘s Strike, the Globe and Mail ran an article 

indicating that doctors were well aware of the popularity of state medicine. The CCF Leader of 

the Opposition in the British Columbia legislature, Robert Strachan had accused Canadian 

doctors of colluding with their American brethren to ―defeat state medicine.‖ The paper lauded 

British Columbian physicians‘ attempts to formulate a semi-private plan under strict conditions 

and pilloried Strachan for his socialism.
239

 Managing Director of Associated Medical Services J. 

A. Hannah explained that government meddling was precisely the reason he left the Ontario 

Hospital Services in 1937 to begin Canada‘s first pre-paid medical care plan. All that awaited 

Canadians was ―rapid death‖ when their care was ―bound up in the inevitable Government red 

tape.‖
240
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 The CMA accused Justice Emmett Hall‘s eponymous report of handicapping medicine. 

Doctors would lose the ability to choose where to practice, while patients would have fewer 

physicians to choose from. The organization refused to allow its doctors to turn into state 

employees.
241

 Hall pushed back against the CMA‘s ―scare headlines [and] nonsense.‖ He felt 

that its insistence on charging fees not tethered to the economic realities that Canadians faced 

was a relic from the 19
th

 century. Little would be altered beyond the method of actual payment, 

the paper reported.
242

 Doctors continued to battle Medicare at great cost to their public image. 

Thousands of empty hospital beds in Quebec soured the public to the physician‘s cause, as did 

the paper‘s mention of an average salary nearly five times that of the working people of that 

province.
243

 

 Aware that doctors were fighting an unpopular battle, a CMAJ editorial attempted to 

remain neutral insofar as ―medical care by government‖ was concerned during a discussion of 

medical economics in the sixties. It was aware that there were doctors on both sides of the 

issue.
244

 Not all were as diplomatic. An article in that same issue criticized the recent changes to 

medicine in Saskatchewan under Premier Douglas.
245

 

 Dr. G. K. Higgins wandered far from his medical training in order to wax philosophic 

about freedom and the ―tyranny of the majority.‖ Half of his six page letter to the CMAJ was a 

fearful discussion of the nature of liberty while he derided the recent developments in the 
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prairies. For medicare to be made into law, he explained, doctors would either have to lose their 

―fundamental liberties,‖ or have ―involuntary servitude‖ imposed upon them by the state.
246

 

 The CPC continued to lean hopefully upon maternal and infant care as the thin edge of 

red medicine‘s wedge. That Canadian women were being short-changed was a common theme. 

Writer N.R. lauded the pro-natalist policies of ―Communist Roumania [sic].‖ In previous years, 

it was claimed, nearly ten-thousand mothers died in childbirth and nearly one-hundred thousand 

children perished before the age of five. Due to the changes enacted by Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej 

over the past decade, Romanian mothers now enjoyed paid maternity leave and maternity homes. 

Infant mortality had plummeted. These figures were contrasted with Canada, where in 1959 

alone ―babies born dead or dying … totalled more than 20,000.‖
247

 While the fruits of 

communism were made plain for all to see, the choice of Romania proved inauspicious: a 

favoured son of the regime, Nicolae Ceauşescu, introduced Decree 770 in October of 1966. 

Designed to artificially jump-start the population it stripped Romanian women of many 

reproductive rights.
248

 

  Although she was proud that women made up nearly a third of the workforce in Canada, 

Communist luminary Annie S. Buller was upset that women had yet to earn equal pay or 

opportunities. Without public nurseries and day care centres as could be found in socialist 

countries, their lives were difficult.
249

 Benjamin Schlesinger of the University of Toronto agreed. 

This assistant professor of social work at the University of Toronto explained that women 
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worked ―not for self-fulfillment, but because they need the money.‖ Many had ―never given up 

the jobs they held as single girls.‖ Maternity was simply one of many avenues available to 

women. He argued for increased health services for mothers.
250

  

 Traditionalists saw no reason to tamper with the status quo. A letter to the editor by M. 

Whyte complained about Metro Toronto Chairman William Allen, who had claimed that day 

nurseries were ‗unnecessary‘ as women‘s role was in the home. Whyte observed that Allen‘s 

beliefs were probably guided by his nearly twenty-thousand-dollar income, far beyond the $4000 

that one in five Canadian families earned. Allen and others like him considered public nurseries 

as a plot straight out of Soviet Russia or Revolutionary China. Whyte concluded that perhaps a 

closer examination of communism was in order.
251

 

 The Cold War had steeled many against communism, but the decade saw the LPP facing 

a threat from inside the political left. The CCF was reborn as the New Democratic Party (NDP) 

and with a popular Saskatchewan Premier at the helm, the LPP was forced into a series of 

precarious alliances with rivals on the left. The Communists of the Tribune were quick to back 

Douglas‘ plan,
252

 and offered aggressive support during the thick of the ensuing doctor‘s 

strike.
253

 The Tribune received letters from readers expressing equally strong support.
254

 One 

letter writer blamed monopoly capitalism rather than the doctors themselves.
255

 When Medicare 
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was secured in the prairies, the paper was jubilant, but it cautioned all Canadian progressives to 

remain vigilant.
256

 Notwithstanding the support for medicare, communist criticisms of the NDP 

did not cease, even during the strike – many dyed-in-the-wool radicals felt that Douglas‘ party 

was far too accommodating of the Liberals or Tories.
257

 

 The Tribune‘s readership weighed in on the sectarian strife. Some wrote to explain that 

the LPP‘s ceaseless attacks against the NDP were harmful – a united left would serve Canadians 

better.
258

 General Editor Leslie Morris agreed with this statement but only did so after pointing 

out how comfortable the CCF had been with ―the capitalists and big banks.‖
259

 Many 

Communists never fully accepted the NDP and hounded it with accusations of red-baiting;
260

 

others felt it would betray Canadians to American interests.
261

 

 In advance of the 1962 federal election, the Communists briefly advertised their own 

ideas about Medicare. Tucked away in a five-point plan for the country entitled ―Election 

Program of the Communist Party,‖ was the desire to implement a national health program that 

covered ―all medical and dental treatments, hospitalization and drugs.‖
262

 One week later, the 

CPC indicated that if elected, it would introduce a ―non-contributory, comprehensive and all-
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inclusive national health plan‖ fully funded by the federal government. The measure would be 

paid for through ―total disarmament.‖
263

 

 In 1966, Pearson‘s Liberals threw down the gauntlet with their own promise of Medicare. 

The Communists balked at the slow progress made on the issue. The bill was delayed until later 

in the fall. The paper blamed the reactionary forces lining up to prevent its passage, including the 

Progressive Conservatives, Social Credit politicians, the ―obscurantists in the Canadian Medical 

Association,‖ and the ―fast buck artists in the insurance racket.‖
264

 In order to rally working 

people to the issue, Dr. Alex Guest appeared in the Tribune to explain the past four years of 

Saskatchewan‘s success. He discussed a recent survey of physicians
265

 in the province and was 

pleased to find that 72% recognized that Medicare was a success. Fewer than one in four were 

against it.
266

 The paper continued to fret over federal parliament. It bemoaned those reactionaries 

who would surely ―scuttle‖ the plan if they could. Members of the NDP were helpful, but too 

timid to be effective. As the deadline loomed closer, the Tribune urged its readers to pressure 

authorities into action on the ―universal Medicare bill.‖
267

 

 Parliament reconvened later that year and that December the bill was passed by the 

House of Commons. It was to take full effect on 1 July 1968.
268

 The Tribune gave no coverage of 

this event. For two years, it remained quiet on what had previously been a hotly debated topic. In 

early 1968 the paper alerted the faithful to a well-financed lobby comprised of ―insurance 

companies [and] medical associations, and supported by boards of trade and chambers of 

commerce.‖ This group was seeking to stop the implementation of the Hall Commission and the 
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progress of Medicare in Canada. The Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) had launched a letter 

writing campaign and the paper urged all to join.
269

 The Tribune stoked the fires of Medicare in 

part of an article on tax reform later that spring.
270

 Just prior to the 1 July 1968 deadline of 

Canada‘s national health plan it criticized Manitoba‘s Tory Premier, Walter Weir, for not taking 

the necessary steps to bring that province into the federal scheme. Similarly it also attacked the 

Manitoba Medical Association, for extra billing patients for 25% of medical costs not covered by 

the new fee schedule.
271

 

 As happened in 1966 the deadline came and passed without commentary from the 

Tribune. The silence is curious. For one, Medicare meant a massive victory for working 

Canadians everywhere. It also represented a failure of the right-wing forces that had ceaselessly 

attacked it at every opportunity. Private insurance, well-funded business interests, and the 

reactionaries in both the medical associations and political parties had been defeated.  

Conclusion 

 

 While undertaking field work for a doctoral dissertation that he would never complete, 

Tommy Douglas was appalled by the terrible conditions that Canadians were forced into during 

the hungry thirties. Equally disturbing to him was how he observed radicals quoting Marx and 

Lenin to the masses, refusing to give aid to anyone. It was an experience that turned him off of 

ideologues and political extremes. ―I‘ve no patience with people who want to sit back and talk 

about a blueprint for society and do nothing about it.‖
272

 The biographer of his Saskatchewan 

Government described his plan to give his people security ―against sickness and other 
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catastrophes.‖
273

 Nearly four decades after his Depression-era fieldwork, Douglas would see that 

dream fulfilled: Medicare was fully implemented across all provinces by the early seventies. In 

the eighties the Canada Health Act (1984) was introduced. Among other things, it safeguarded 

Canadians against the slow creep of user fees and extra billing, hallmarks of American for-profit 

medicine. 

 The Communists who had for so long carried the torch for comprehensive state medicine 

in Canada were notably absent for its birth. The CPC leaned heavily upon infant and maternal 

health as a wedge issue to entice Canadians to become more militant, but this agenda appears to 

have accomplished little and cost them dearly. A plurality of options emerged for women who 

sought painless childbirth; however, the Tribune failed to identify any significant differences 

between them that would work to advance its political goals. But the working peoples of Canada 

would no longer be bled penniless by massive medical bills, turned away from waiting rooms for 

financial reasons, or see their families suffer due to an inability to pay.  

 While it may be argued that the Communists were vicariously successful as many of their 

demands had been met, they may well have considered it a Pyrrhic victory: what the nation got 

was far from the Soviet-styled state medicine that they had promised working Canadians: 

thousands turned out to protest when Ontario, for example, failed to include ―drugs, dental care 

[or] physiotherapy‖ under its coverage.
274

 For the Communists to support an idea first dreamt up 

by their leftist rivals within Douglas‘ CCF/NDP, expanded and written into law by the friends of 

capital in Pearson‘s Liberals, and finally set into motion by Diefenbarker‘s reactionary Tories 

may have simply been far too bitter a pill to swallow. 
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Conclusion 

In 1971 the CPC launched a retrospective book on the 50
th

 anniversary of its founding. 

After rehearsing the history of labour rights, class revolution, and defending Canadians against 

capitalism, it turned to more contemporary issues. The Party listed accomplishments that would 

resonate with any progress-minded reader: international aid to those oppressed by colonialism 

and protest of atomic weapons, warfare, and atrocities in Vietnam. It even argued for the right of 

self-determination of the Quebecois, Metis, and Indigenous peoples of Canada. But anything 

about women, sex, health, or the Party‘s role in shepherding the politics of reproduction while 

waiting for Canadians to warm to it, was absent.
1
 

 The politics of reproduction constitute a historical question that CPC debated for nearly 

five decades and then left behind. As this dissertation suggests, the topic extended far beyond the 

shop floor, or union hall – and was animated by the experiences of the working people who 

struggled for a socialist Canada. It was my privilege to examine vast array of scholarly 

contributions devoted to these topics over the course of my research. With a focus on the politics 

of reproduction as articulated outside the political mainstream, I hope that this thesis has added a 

new perspective.  

 Although the CPC initially held doctrinal reasons to oppose birth control, it nonetheless 

embraced a chorus of positions on contraception within the pages of its publications. Communist 

goals at times appeared similar to their mainstream counterparts, but the CPC always viewed 

fertility control through the prism of a historical materialist lens that would further its political 

ends. This observation helps to explain why, having being early champions of birth control, 
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members of the CPC abandoned the topic after it had slipped beyond their grasp and into more 

youthful hands. 

 Canadian women of all classes and political affiliations had long turned to to control their 

fertility for a variety of reasons. The CPC had held that abortion was necessary only because of 

the inherent contradictions of capitalism that forced Canadians to bear children that they could 

not afford: in a world free of material want, abortion was not needed. In the twenties Canadian 

communists led the discussion of abortion, but in the decades that followed the distance between 

them and the mainstream began to close. The legalization of abortion complicated the CPC 

struggle by allowing a treatment for the side effects of continuing capitalism: Canadians would 

now simply have fewer children, rather than expecting the socialist state to care for an ever-

growing family.  

 Most people supporting eugenics had only a vague understanding of its meaning. This 

ignorance added to the veneer of scientific legitimacy as well as its accessibility. Early on, the 

CPC recognized that it had little to gain by adopting eugenics; their politics more closely aligned 

with euthenics. The rejection of eugenics culminated in the sixties when the CPC unilaterally 

condemned the population control movement—more because of its suspicions of capitalist 

motives than because of its revulsion for the unethical applications of the idea. Communists 

advocated agrarian reform and centralized, scientific planning against free market imperatives 

that conspired to ―manage‖ the reproduction of people in the emerging world. 

 Juvenile delinquency first consistently appeared as a problem in the nation‘s papers at the 

beginning of the Cold War, with its sharpened surveillance and serious punishments for 

perceived aberrations of sexuality, morality, and order. Communists attempted to strike a 

delicate balance between permissiveness and condemnation in their many debates on the youth 
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question. Juvenile delinquency was always understood by communists as a tragedy of classed 

proportions: young, working-class minds were being poisoned and preyed upon by money-

hungry, capitalist exploiters. The Communist moral panic on juvenile delinquency was so serious 

that the CPC was willing to ally with mainstream, even conservative political groups in order to 

stem the supposed invasion. 

 The CPC‘s debate on venereal disease began as a wedge issue to force better public 

health coverage from authorities; however, it captured mainstream attention. While it was one of 

many voices urging better treatment for the infected, only the CPC argued that the material 

conditions of capitalism forced people into accepting poor health and questionable sexual 

decisions. In a stance that now seems ahead of its time the CPC refused to engage in the 

mainstream preoccupation with morality when it came to venereal disease.  

 While the CPC leaned heavily upon infant and maternal health as a wedge issue to entice 

Canadians to become more militant, it was simply one of many actors interested in the topic of 

healthcare. One could argue that the Communists were vicariously successful as many of their 

demands were met; however, the Medicare plans first implemented by their leftist rivals in the 

CCF was far from the Soviet-styled ―state medicine‖ that the CPC had promised working-class 

Canadians. 

 The Party abandoned the politics of reproduction for a variety of reasons. First, the CPC 

was being hollowed out by a multitude of political successors interested in questions the Party 

was unwilling to consider. These were new movements dedicated to gay liberation, women‘s 

liberation, the New Left, the end of colonialism, and black, and red power. All drew upon some 

form of revolutionary politics to fuel their energies, but each operated outside of a spectrum 

defined purely by class. The Party was aware of these new movements sweeping the nation, but 
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had little advice to offer.
2
 Some felt that by even calling themselves Marxist and arguing as such, 

these same groups merely displayed their ―petty bourgeois radicalism.‖
3
 The Canadian Union of 

Students (CUS) was accused of failing to organize its politics ―in any meaningful way.‖
4
 Even 

attempts to reach out to students were conducted in a traditional CPC manner: the Student 

Secretary of the CPC highlighted class and labour reform, but was silent on the issues that 

fuelled youthful protest and rebellion.
5
 Similarly, a CPC discussion of the women‘s liberation 

movement focused entirely upon social class as it ignored the cultural and gendered arguments 

that underpinned the movement.
6
  

 In 1965, Ottawa Tribune reader P. Malone recognized these trends and lamented the 

sectarian strife and the Party‘s inflexibility. He urged communists to abandon their ―old 

pontifical method and engage in the modern dialogue.‖ All that could be gained from assailing 

the views and politics of non-communists was to chase off potential allies in the battle against a 

resurgent right wing.
7
  

 Second, factors internal to the CPC may have inoculated it against active dialogue with 

this energized, youthful cohort. Sex held interesting tensions for the CPC and was never fully 

incorporated into the Party proper. Discussions of sex, gender, and women‘s politics always had 

the potential to veer away from the overarching goal of class revolution. Communists were not 

infallible – numerous memoirs recall hypocrisy in how common it was for Party men to oppose 
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premarital and extramarital sex, while they indulged in numerous affairs.
8
 During the 20

th
 

convention of the CPC in 1969, the average age of delegates was an elderly 47 years. This 

meeting ignored any attempt to discuss or involve the growing youth movements dedicated to 

liberation.
9
 

 Finally, by the seventies, activists, new leftists, and feminists had armed themselves with 

teachings of the Marxist masters of the past. Friedrich Engel‘s The Origin of Private Property 

(1884) renewed promise as it described a pre-capitalist era of matriarchy and equality.
10

 Bebel‘s 

Woman Under Socialism (1904), more directly attacked women‘s exploitation and the 

moralizing of sex under capitalism. He maintained that it was unnatural for humans to deny or 

neglect their normal sexual impulses under ―penalty of atrophy and disease.‖
11

 Revolutionary 

politics had come full circle: in the 1920s, the Communists could pick and choose the parts of the 

women‘s movement that appealed to them, but by the 1970s, women were doing exactly the 

same thing with what remained of the militant left. 

 First appearing in Karl Marx‘s Germany Ideology (1845) was the claim that in a 

communist society it would be possible for someone to ―hunt in the morning, fish in the 

afternoon, rear cattle in the evening [and] criticize after dinner.‖
12

 In other words, once freed 

from a hand-to-mouth existence of basic survival, humanity could pursue an existence ordered 

by enjoyment, intellect, and discovery rather than toil. I hope that this dissertation has cast new 

light upon Marx‘s ideas on societal wellbeing in a Canadian context. No longer having to devote 

                                                 
8
 Ellen Stafford, Always and After: A Memoir (Toronto: Viking, 1999), 89-98; Catharine Vance, Not By Gods But 

People… The Story of Bella Hall Gauld (Toronto: Progress Books, 1968); and Louise Waton, She Never Was 

Afraid: The Biography of Annie Buller (Toronto: Progress Books, 1976). 
9
 William Allan, ―20

th
 Convention Communist Party,‖ CT, 9 April 1969, 6. 

10
 Friedrich Engels, The Origin of Family, Private Property and the State, In the Light of the Researches of Lewis H 

Morgan (New York: International Publishers, 1942), 72. 
11

 August Bebel, Woman Under Socialism, trans. Daniel De Leon (New York: New York Labour News Company, 

1917), 79-80, and 164-5. 
12

 Karl Marx, Selected Writings, ed., Lawrence H. Simon (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1994), 119. 



271 

 

resources to avoid fertility, risking lives to end unwanted pregnancy, or wondering how to pay 

bills for mending a broken limb, curing a sexual infection, or saving a premature babe, we, in a 

sense, have gained the very freedoms that the CPC was fighting for all along. 
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