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(i)
ABSTRACT
This study explores the position of labouring women in Stephenville,
a southwestern Newfoundland community, from 1900 to 1980.

It is a case

study concerned with the interaction of mothering and women's oppression.
The particular focus of the study has been on the implications of rapid
urban and industrial development on the lives of rural wonen.

In essence,

by exploring the contradictions of mothering in both a rural and urban
context, the study attempts to draw attention to the much-neglected area
of reproduction within male oriented studies of Newfoundland society.
The research was carried out mainly by means of tape recorded, informal interviews vlith Stephenville women from J. ay to September, 1980.
The analysis has focused on the qualitative aspects of the oral history
gathered and is, therefore, descriptive rather than conclusive in character.
Part l deals with some of the theoretical and historical problems
encountered in conceptualizing Newfoundland labouring women.

Chapter One

concentrates on some of the limits of the existing theoretical perspectives of women's position in Newfoundland society.

Chapter Two attempts

to fit the experiences of labouring women into the Island's history.
The second part of the study, the case study itself, has two chapters.

Chapter Three examines the lives of rural Stephenville women, from

1900 to the onset of 1--Jorld War II.

Chapter Four describes the particular

problems of Stephenville women in the past forty years as their community
developed into an industrial growth center.
The overall theme of the study concerns the conjunction of poverty
and mothering in Nm.Tfoundland society.

It is hoped that this study, as a

description of a particular community of Newfoundland women, adds an
additional dimension to the existing research on social class.
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INTRODUCTION
In Newfoundland, as in all other societies, women do more than
bear children:

they have also the major responsibility for child-

rearing and perform the daily- work necessary for the reproduction of
the labour force.

Prior to industrialization, when the basic unit of

production was still the family, women participated fUlly in most productive activities necessary for subsistence.

At this time there was

no sharp demarcation between domestic work and wage work and, hence,
women's activities generally encompassed the domains of non-wage production, reproduction and consumption.

Although women's reproductive

labours changed form as the Island of Ne\.Tfoundland became integrated
into the mainstream of

~\Iorth

1Unerican life, and increasingly became

hidden within the nuclear family, women's domestic labour is still
crucial to the capitalist economy. 1
Nevertheless, most discussions of female -v1ork have concentrated
on the paid labour definition of work and have therefore failed to
recognize the importance of women's non-l·Tage \-rork in different historical periods, as well as in contemporary Newfoundland society. 2
One of the results is that two assumptions based on this distinction
are used to justify the existing sexual division of labour:

first, it

is generally assumed that women, since they are biologically equipped
to reproduce the human species, obtain social status and personal
achievement mainly through marriage and mothering (hence, any Newfoundland woman who chooses to avoid this route is viewed with suspicion
and sometimes seen as a traitor to the family and to society itself;
second, this distinction betHeen the public I·TOrld of work and the private world of home means that the non-paid

(l)

domestic work based on

(2)

parenting and marriage, which most women continue to do today (whether
they are, in addition, wage workers or not), remains unrecognized and undervalued.5

Thus, since in our society domestic labour is seen as a

"natural" part of mothering, and since most 1...romen do :mother, there seen.s
to be little reason to argue that women are oppressed.
Labouring women themselves are often unable to say precisely why
they :feel put down.

Nevertheless, they are quite aware that they do

have to bear extra burdens:

I was the second oldest girl, with seven brothers and father
to tend on. There was no end to the work around the house
for women ••• Hy brothers could at least put their feet up
when they were finished with the outside work. The old man's
law was that men did not lift a finger in the house. That
was women's work. By the time I was sixteen I was so fed up
with serving my brothers along with the rest of the work that
I just wanted to escape the 1-1hole crowd of them.
(Rural houseHife, born 1901)
This thesis is based on a case study of Newfoundland women in one
community, Stephenville, from 1900 to 1980.
1.

The study examines:

The productive and reproductive roles of rural Stephenville wonen

prior to WWII.

(Here I also try to point out the limited options open

to these rural women outside of mothering) ; 2.
Stephenville women from 1940 - 1980.

The problems of urban

I analyse the way domestic '"ork

and the fUnction of the family have changed with urban and industrial
development.

In particular, I attempt to point out why 'working mothers'

in this town have become ghettoized on the labour market as well as to
explain the specific problems of welfare mothers.

Forced to live

in the most economically depressed areas of town,

many of these

(3)

Stephenville women are aware that they are treated unfairly and in
their own way are able to explain their 'fate':

There's a lot of women like myself here in this row of
apartments, some like myself deserted and left stranded
with the kids to rear up alone, and some more never
married and already with youngsters to feed and clothe
on welfare handouts. God only knows what their lives
are going to be like when their kids are gone and the
welfare dries up. The government is not going to look
out for them, you can rest assured about that. The
Premier don't give a sweet damn about the women herded
here in these wooden shacks. We're here just to bring
up kids, that's all.
(Welfare mother, born 1946)
Before fitting together the personal life situations of Stephenville women, I shall try to place the experiences of these women in
a broader theoretical and historical context.

In chapter one I

argue that Newfoundland Development Theorists and contemporary Liberal
Feminists are both limited in their approach to understanding the
specific problems of labouring women.

Hence, I suggest a feminist

strategy that integrates aspects of both frameworks.
I attempt to place women in Newfoundland's history.

In chapter two
My main reason for

doing this is to show that the problems of Stephenville women are not
unique though they are specific.

By focusing attention on one community

of Newfoundland women, I attempt not only to illustrate the problems of
labouring women but, fUrthermore, to add specificity to our knowledge of
women's universal oppression.

In chapter three I examine the lives of

Stephenville women from 1900 - 1940.
period from

~iii

In chapter four I focus on the

to 1940. Finally, in conclusion, I suggest some ways to

(4)
broaden Liberal Feminism in order to facilitate a better understanding
of the struggles of labouring women and to develop a political strategy
capable of serving their cause.

(5)
Part One
Chapter One:

Theoretical Perspectives

Introduction
The historical and present form of women's oppression in Newfoundland society have so far received little or no attention by the
Island ' s sociologists and anthropologists, despite the increasing
attempts by socialist feminists elsewhere to develop a feminist theory
based on an examination of sexual and class relations throughout history.1

Instead, in attempting to understand the social and economic

problems of Newfoundland's labouring classes, two distinct theoretical
approaches have been adopted, neither of which has been successful in
adequately conceptualizing the specific form class exploitation has
taken in Nevrfoundland.

Horeover, both framevrorks have consistently

failed to address the problems of Newfoundland women within their
families and in the Island's economy .
In the late 1960's and early 1970's, most social and economic
research concerning Newfoundland society was oriented towards examining
outport communities based on a theory of economic dualism.

2

In part as

a result of the problems stemming from the failure of the Newfoundland
government to umodernize" and

11

develop 11 the Island's economy, social

research during this period increasingly focused attention on ways outport communities could be maintained while the urban industrial sector
of the economy developed.

Thus the notion of economic dualism:

the

separation of the urban and rural; of the traditional economy and the
modern economy; the extended patriarchal family and the nuclear family;
and, finally, the traditional outport mother and the feminist woman in
the urban center of the Island.

(6)

From the mid-1970's onwards, the theory of economic dualism came
under increasing attack.

A more promising approach to the

probl~n

of

how to conceptualize class exploitation emerged with the adoption of
dependency theory, originally developed to apply to Third \.J'orld
Countries that did not fit the traditional Harxist analysis of political
economy. 3

Thus, Newfoundland, and like1.rise most developing societies,

were understood to be on the periphery of the "world capitalist system",
in essence, back\.Tard economies which had not yet caught up with advanced industrial capitalist areas, such as central Canada, the United
States and Britain.

Furthermore, within underdeveloped regions, such

as Ne\..rfoundland, there existed a metropolis, (St. John's in the case of
the Island).

Here 1-1as the center of capitalist accumulation and the

locus of distribution to the peripheral areas.

The metropolis drew

migrant labour from the underdeveloped regions, extracted resources, and
held the reigns of economic and political power.

On the basis of this

analysis of the Newfoundland economy, the labouring class was seen as
oppressed by outside and indigenous capitalists based in the capital
city.

Only when the poor of the Island were freed from these oppressors

and permitted to participate in deciding how and when the natural resources of the Island were to be developed -assumed

dependency theorists

would the average Newfoundlander be able to gain equality

in society.
For reasons which I shall not attempt to explore here (see chapter
two for a more in depth examination of the peculiar nature of Newfoundland's economy), dependency theory, based on the proposition of develop-

(7)

ment and underdevelopment, does not neatly fit the history of economic
and social development of the Island. 4

In addition, the position of

labouring women in Newfoundland, in both historical and contemporary
perspective, cannot be explained by this theoretical framework.

The

specific problems of urban working class women and women in the
Island's outport and rural areas have unanalysed by dependency theorists,
a problem which I shall discuss in more detail below.

At this point

in the discussion concerning how to conceptualize Newfoundland women,
I would like to stress that it was in part because of this major loophole in dependency theory that I began to search elsewhere for a more
adequate framework.
As noted above, socialist feminism as a theory of women's oppression
has not yet developed to any significant degree in Newfoundland. 5

The

form feminism has taken in the past decade is mainstream or bourgeois
feminism.

6 Thus, most politically active feoinists are self-consciously

middle class, many are from outside the Island, most are involved with
national women's groups concerned with women's rights in the Canadian
political arena, and, moreover, most have spent little time in rural
Newfoundland.

Hence, their knowledge of labouring women's lives is

quite limited and they are, as I argue below, unable to adequately
explain the economic as well as the sexual oppression of poor women.
In this chapter I shall discuss what I see as some of the main
problems

dependency theory and Liberal Feminism have left unanswered

in our understanding of the differences among classes, along with the
inequalities between men and women.

I shall consider the dependency

(8)

theorists first, and then focus on Liberal Feminism.

I shall

attempt to show that feminist strategy, in order to address the
specific problems of Newfoundland labouring women, must broaden the
current political struggle of Liberal Feminists and include a struggle
for economic independence as well.

Dependency Theory and the Question of i.J'o:m.en 1 s Qppres sion
There are t"t.ro basic problems that Newfoundland dependency
theorists have failed to give significant historical evidence for.

One

serious shortcoming is that they failed to give a detailed account of
class society in the preindustrial era.

Hence we have at best a vague

understanding of the sexual division of labour among the out port family
of Nevrfoundland society, but little opportunity to discover if, in fact,
outport and rural women had equal status vrith the men of their class.
In my historical study of Stephenville women (see chapter three), I
found that, prior to urban and industrial development, in a number of
\..rays these rural women were subordinate to men, even though their productive activities (seen as women's vmrk) ,.,ere ardous tasks, fUndamental to the survival of the family.

Hhy \..rere these women in my study

saddled with nearly exclusive responsibility for domestic labour

for

childrearing and housework in addition to their other productive activities?

\ihy did their husbands and fathers unquestioningly assume that

their women kin should serve on them, should not own property, should
stay out of politics, and so forth?

(9)

A second basic problem 'vith dependency theory and women's
oppression concerns the question of the Newfoundland family under industrialization in the Twentieth Century.

In particular, is the working

class home no more than the locus of consumption, socialization and
emotional retreat

~

work -- as is generally assumed --

no longer a center of production?

and, hence,

Is women's reproductive role7 in the

Newfoundland fanily today irrelevant to our understanding of class and
sexual divisions?

And, fUrthermore, does it matter at all that the

majority of women today are still responsible for childcare and housework while doing another shift of labour in the market place?

If all

this is indeed so, we have hardly any reason to believe that gender in
capitalist society has any materialist basis, nor that sexual inequality
exists between working class women and men, especially with the increasing
8
nunber of women entering the labour force after World War II.
In regard
to my own study of the situation of Stephenville wonen after the War (see
chapter four), I have found little support for this common held assumption
that wage work brings women a step closer to liberation.

In fact, what

I did find was a community of women used as a labour reserve aroy,
furthermore, those who did work were by and large ghettoized on the
market, performing the most boring and low-paying jobs.

In addition to

all these problems, Stephenville women were still expected to rear children and maintain the family.
What these theorists have consistently failed to take account of is
that the workday of most women does not end after an eight-hour shift.
When we go beyond the limited notion of labour and broaden our analysis

(10)
to include the entire twenty-four hour cycle of the everyday life of
the working class, we realize that, far fron women's domestic labour
being a side issue, it is, instead, of central importance to the reproduction of industrial capitalism.

The specific form that female

labour takes under industrialism

l-rhere "\-Tomen, on the one hand,

perform the necessary work to reproduce the labour force on both a
daily and generational basis while, on the other, perform the lowest
paid and most menial jobs in the economy -sidered.

needs to be carefully con-

In fact, I think that this is central for the development of

a theory of the political economy of sexual relations.

Without such an

analysis of the essential relationships between domestic labour and wage
labour and, therefore, of the role of the family, it is virtually impossible for us to really understand the oppression of proletarian
women.

vJhy is this the case?

It is "Horthwhile to examine what has been

written on women's history in other societies in regard to this question.
Unlike in preindustrial societies, where the relations of production, distribution and consumption were essentially social relations
incorporating economic aspects, and where the economy was not seen as
a separate entity but ·Has rather embedded in society itself, in most
industrial capitalist societies, the household became the enclave of
women and the production of
of men.

corr~odity

goods the extra-domestic territory

Homen, gradually isolated from relatives and .felloH-wives in

extended families, became the victims of the inside-outside dichotomy,
of the ideological split between the private and the public domains of

(11)

daily life.

Hence, in contrast to depending theorists' inadequate

understanding of reproduction and the family as a natural and unchanging phenomenon, a very different kind of family structure
emerged as societies began to industrialize. 9
as nuch. as they gained.

l.any women in fact lost

Thus, in one sense Engels was right in

pointing out that as long as a vrorking class vroman continues to carry
out her labour

the private service of her family, she remains
10
excluded from social production and unable to earn",
and therefore
11 in

dependent on either her :father or husband.

Yet when we understand

reproduction in all its senses we realize that with industrialization
women Here deprived of a large part of their previous productive role
and, hence, suffered a certain decrease in social status outside the
household, since important occupations hitherto regarded as women's
work were taken over by men.
For example, in certain gilds women gradually were excluded alltogether:
so forth. 11

the scholars, lawyers, the notaries, the goldsmiths, and

~/omen 1 s significance as rnidtvives declined significantly

as \vell, supposedly because of their 'lack of conpetence 1 • 12

In

Catholic countries, where for centuries women held a very prestigious
position in society, they also suffered a decline in status.

While,

prior to the Seventeenth century, the nun or sister in the Convent,
without the burdens that acconpanied maternity and childcare, often
administered sizable monastic communities and even took part in intellectual discourse vlith men 1 in the later period, the nun, the rural
witch and midwife were forced into a more subordinate status and

(12)
suffered ostracization and persecution. 13

As for the average prole-

tarian wife, though she gained freedom in the sense that it became far
easier to marry and thus escape li.fe-long dependency on n:ale kin, we
must not overlook the fact that, as the importance of her domestic
labour outside the narro-v1 confines of the nuclear family declined, and
as an increasing ideological importance was placed on motherhood, she
too was caught between two worlds.
freedom:

All around her there was talk of

From the endless burdens accompanying compulsory mother-

hood, from toil in the fields, from the feudal lord and the Church,
and so forth.

Supposedly, new relations betvTeen n.en and 1..romen had

also come about.

But this was in fact hardly so.

The decline of the household mode of production did, it is true,
allow women to earn a wage for their labour, a chance to have some
money of their own --

an opportunity unknmm to their mothers.

In

this sense the nill or .factory was a step forward toward independence
and self-deterrriination.

But in a number of other ways industrializa-

tion made women even more dependent on the institutions of motherhood
and marriage.

For one thing, in the area of production women were still

not equal to the men of their own class.

Industrialization had not

changed the type of work women did, though it now meant that they
worked for an employer who paid then a wage.

The jobs that were

available to most women were extensions of their domestic burdens in
the family, such as serving, cooking, and textile production.
was menial and paid considerably less than the work of men.

The work
And as

factories becane increasingly mechanized, women and children were

(13)
pushed out of these productive activities as well.
Apart from this form of economic inequality, proletarian women
had to face new contradictions in the area of reproduction.

Due to

advances in medicine and in an increase in the overall standard o£
living, infant mortality rates gradually declined and female fertility
rates increased.l4

The average female became fertile at a much earlier

age, and the onset of menopause was extended.

In addition to this

change in biological reproduction, the presence of large nUL1bers of
single women in urban areas looking for work, away from fathers and
community controls to supervise courtship and marriage, meant for many
working class women an increasing chance to be abandoned by men, and
hence a higher rate of illegitimacy.

If we take all these things into

account, it becomes clear that women's options outside of marriage and
motherhood had not broadened to any significant extent.

In fact, for

economic reasons alone, these institutions were still the only avenue
open for most women.

As Ann Gordon and N.ari-Jo Buhle argue, women lost

as much as they gained:
••• in a society of commodities, the subordinate and secondary
value of women 1 s work and \.Joman herself 1-1as necessarily degraded. To replace the spontaneous and t1relatively 11 egalitarian division of labour in pre-industrial society, had to
come a mode of organization which far more than before thrust
women into the role of caring for the home, while men engaged
in activities to reshape the world. Furthermore, women's
participation in the market economy was mediated through their
husbands, thus regulating their Olm class, status, or
privilege to a social £unction of only their husbands' work.

15

At least three changes would have been necessary before women

(14)

could have gained liberation -- changes, as I have attempted to
point out in this section, which dependency theorists £ail to take
note o£ in their analysis of class struggle:

1.

Hotherhood needed

to be voluntary, a matter of personal choice £or all Homen;
had to be more fullY involved in house\.rork and child care;

2.

l•!en

and 3.

Harraige needed to be made an option f'or working class women, and not
an economic and psychological necessity that it in fact continued to
be in industrial society.

Of course, women themselves have o£ten been

aware of their subordinate status in society and within their family.
In Third \1/orld Countries today, as well as in peripheral areas such as
Ne~rf'oundland,

there is increasingly the

1

technical 1 means available for

1-romen to avoid motherhood. Yet' in these developing societies and even
in advanced industrial societies, the assumption remains that women's
central role is that of bearer and rearer of society's children and
corr~orter in the home.

Feminists have increasingly become aware of the

fact that unless thiS assumption is challenged -- that is:

unless

biological reproduction is separated from motherhood as a social role
equality for women in most areas of their lives is virtually impossible.

Contemporary Feminism and Women's Oppression
As early as in 1792, feminists had begun to recognize need for
a special women's struggle to gain equality with men.

Hary Wollstone-

cra£t, in her Vindications of the Rights of \voman, argued f'or a
feminist strategy for equal rights, starting with the basic liberal
16
right of' the individual: the right to vote.
In 1869 the first

(15)
t·.JOman 1 s organization had been :founded in Germany.

17

Women writers

increasingly began to criticize the institutions of marriage, the
bourgeois family, religion, and so :forth.

In the early Tv1entieth

century, :feminists such as Ein:ma Goldman and Nargaret Sanger :fought :for
:full equality :for all women, mainly through their advocacy of generally
available birth control.

They saw contraception as a prerequisite for

working class women easing their domestic burdens and beco~ng free
18
:for political activity.
But in the late 1930's, in the middle of
a vlOrld-wide Depression and due also to the :failure of the revolutionary movement of the 1920's, feminism declined as a movement.

Some

gains in the area of work and in the legal system were made, but to a
large extent changes made on paper did little to improve the daily life
situations of most labouring women. 19
Contemporary feminism in the 1960's attempted to question
patriarchy in a vmy the early feminists (and Harxists as '(.Tell) had
failed to do.

Simone de Beauvoir in her book The Second Sex, pointed

out that we need a :feminist theory grounded in an understanding of the
20
biological differences betvreen the sexes.
Building on de Beauvoir 1 s
rather more abstract analysis, other feminists -Juliet Hitchell and Nancy Chodorow

such as Kate l•lillet,

have stressed the need :for a

theory of the social production of gender and sexuality in understanding the :full extent of women's oppression under industrial capitalism. 21
These feminists have become increasingly aware, from the early 1970 1 s
on, of the importance of the role of notherhood and the patriarchal
family in woman' s subjugation.

As l·ti.llet wrote:

(16)
Perhaps patriarchy's greatest psychological weapon is simply
its universality and longevity. A referent scarcely exists
with which it might be contrasted or by which it might be
reruted. ~lliile the sane night be said of class, patriarchy
has a still oore tenacious or powerfUl hold through its
successfUl habit of passing itself off as nature ••• 22
In The Dialectic of Sex Shulamith Firestone articulated this rurther,
attempting to go beyond Harxisn and

11

to develop a materalist view

of history based on sex itself. 1123

\{omen' s biological runction as

reproducer of the species was thus called into question. Procreation
was seen by such feminists as Firestone as the basis of sexual dualism
throughout all of human history.

Therefore, it

1·JaS

held, all other

forms of exploitation -- class, race, age, etc. -- stems from sexual
oppression, especially in the patriarchal family.24

Destruction of

the tyranny inherent in the biological family came to be seen as the
cornerstone to liberation.

For it was Hithin the family (hitherto

dismissed as Homen 1 s domain only, the site of personal and intimate
relations) that men first do ninated '!.·roraen.

Nore rights for women

within the existing system -- birth control, abortion, educational
and political options, and even test tube babies -- should be the
focus of feminist strategy for liberation.
I think that the 1.-romen 1 s movement of the 1960 1 s and 1970 1 s was
right in attempting to analyse the family as an important institution
of '1.-Tomen' s subordination.

Firestone's analysis was one effort to go

beyond it, yet, it was misguided.

The critique of patriarchy developed
by other feminists (such as Sheila Ro1..rbotham and lfichele Barrett) 2 5
during this period was in fact an advance beyond existing theories of

(17)
women's oppression.

nevertheless, in Canada today, m.ainstrerun

.feminism. remains the predominant theory o.f "i-Fomen 1 s subordination.
Although Liberal Feminism may be quite correct in challenging
gender definitions in contemporary society, it nevertheless lacks
avTareness o.f the very real class differences anong vTomen.

l ost middle

class .feminists, it seems, want to participate equally in a system
which liarxists see as basically oppressive.

Because o.f this, it is

quite limited in building a mass based movement.

Essentially they

fail to make any distinction betHeen '"'omen 1 s rights and women' s emancipation, a distinction vrhich Gerder Lerner advocates when she asks:

Just ,.,hat do we mean, then, '\.then we say feminist? • • • The
woman 1 s rights movement means a movement concerned ,.n.th
Hinning for HO:tlen equality with men in all aspects of society
and giving then access to all rights and opportunities
enjoyed by men in the institutions o.f that society. Thus,
the women's rights movement is akin to the civil rights movement in vranting equal participation .for 1...romen in the status
quo, essentially a refomist goal ••• vloman' s emancipation
means freedom from oppressive restrictions imposed by sex;
self-determination; autonomy ••• all o.f v1hich implies a
radical transformation of existing institutions, values
and theories.
26

This shortcoming of Liberal Feminists is especially problematic
I.·Ihen the question of the proper place of motherhood and sexuality
in women's lives is addressed.

Although in the early 1970's the

birth-control campaign was seen as an integral part of the overall
problems o£ working class women (such as inequality in the job market, oppressive divorce laws, unequal educational opportunities, un-

(18)

equal childcare and house,.rork responsibilities, and so .forth) ,

27

today middle class feminists are becoming increasingly involved in
single issue groups.

In Nev1.foundland society, for example, a nut1ber

of lobbies have been formed (many sponsored by the Federal Government)
campaigning for isolated rights:

abortion, matrimonial property

~

rights, legal rights.

However

import~~t

all of these issues might

be to middle class feminists, the danger is that by devoting all one's
time to one specific issue, the overall goal gets lost.

I have found

this to be the case vli th :many o.f the r.rl.ddle class feminists o:f Stephenville.

Throughout the 1960's and 1970's, the Hew:foundland governr ent

had resettled hundreds of poor :families from all over the Island into
the tm-1n, a large portion of them headed by i.fomen.
n ent was extremely high.

Female unemploy-

Social workers suspected sterilization abuse.

In spite of medicare, roost poor vromen in the area had no access to
decent health care.

Hany of the middle class :feminists I have had

contact with believe that i.f these Stephenville women had access to
birth control and abortion, most o.f their problems would be solved.
vJhen in .fact birth control became ·c overed under the .federal Hedicare
Program in the 1970's, they gradually becaro.e more and more bitter about
the labouring women.

Why were these women still having babies?

l.fere they avoiding services such as Planned Parenthood?

Hhy

Hhy were they

instead choosing to 'deliberately' bear babies in order to get wel.fare?
The problem surely must be the v/Omen themselves.
There is a very real danger that, in isolating women's issues such
as abortion :from other social and economic problems, the State will

(19)
incorporate a feminist strategy for reproductive self-determination
into programs emphasizing

sterilization and population control.

It

is \.JOrth quoting a passage from Adrienne Rich's Of \-Toman Born to help
us understand the dialectical nature of giving birth and rearing children:

Nothing, to be sure, had prepared rne for the intensity o.f
relationship already existing between me and a creature
I had carried in my body and now in my arms and .fed from
my breasts. Throughout pregnancy and nursing, women are
urged to relax, to wine the serenity of madonnas. No
one mentions the psychic crisis o.f bearing a first child,
the excitation o.f long-buried .feelings about one's mother,
the sense of confused power and powerlessness, of being
taken over on the one hand and o.f touching ne\v physical
and psychic potentialities on the other, a heightened
sensibility which can be exhilarating, bewildering and
exhausting. No one mentions the strangeness of attraction - which can be as single-minded and oven1helming
as the early days o.f a love a.ffair - to be so tiny, so
dependent, so folded into itself - who is, and yet is not,
part of onesel.r. 28

Ann Oakley also brings us to a deep understanding o.f the complex
nature of t·TOmen' s biological reproduction in her work on the sociology
of childbirth.

She argues that:

• • • there is a crucial dialectic between the -v1ay childbirth
happens in modern industrial cultures and the way mothers
are supposed to be -- married, at home, economically disadvantaged and dependent, and blessed \vi th a naternal instinct
that enables th~~ to rear children without first learning to.
The interplay betVTeen the ideology and practice of childbearing
on the one hand and motherhood on the other, catches H·omen in
the dilemma o.f chasing personal satis.faction across the
psychological wasteland of reproduction and captive motherhood.
29

(20)

Neither Rich nor Oakley deny that motherhood as an institution
of patriarchy has not been oppressive for women.

Both are well

ar..rare of the politics surrounding this female event and note that
throughout history wonen have often been (ab)used as the 'means of
reproduction'.

Yet this should not lead us to think of motherhood,

as a personal experience, as oppressive.

For if feminists are not

careful in this regard, conservative population-controllers and
eugenicists can again use birth control technology against the poor.
A nunber of historical examples point out the danger involved in
basing liberation only on technology.

The nass sterilization of

Indian women and men under the first Indira Ghandi regime is one
clear example of birth control abuse. 30 A similar kind of thing
occurred in the 1930's in Germany under Hitler. 31

P~d today we face

new dangers with the developments in biological engineering.3

2

What all these problems mentioned here concerning Liberal Feminism point to is that \.Je still have no way to understand the problems
of labouring women.

We also need a creible analysis of the differences

amo:gg women, in order to ensure that the gains made by the \.Jomen' s
liovertent can be extended beyond the narro\-r range of professional,
middle class uomen.

As far as my 'l·Tork is concerned, I have found that

the revised Canadian family lat-rs have done little to really change the
actual life situations of the majority of Stephenville v.romen.

Similarly,

equal pay laws have mostly gone unnoticed by employers of Stephenville
vTOraen.

The Status of Homen committees, which received large federal

grants primarily to focus on equal rights for women in the public
doraain have meant that it was the professional viOmen, and not those

(21)
facing welfare cutbacks, who got the jobs, the media coverage,
and the free air fares to national conferences.
question is:

The crucial

how can we develop a feminist theory that can tell

us whether industrial capitaliSM is progressive for working class
1.;omen?

To put it another way:

were labouring \fO!len in the pre-

industrial period after all better off than their counterparts today?

Should

'l·Te

accept the argument, proposed by Harxists, that 1-dth

industrial development 1-10rking class i·romen have "progressed", since
they have been forced to enter the sphere of production?
is, I think, complex and contradictory.

The answer

Within the family and in

many former areas of women' s vrork in rural society, labouring N"Omen
1

have also lost status with urban and industrial change, an event
t-rhich must be taken into account in any feminist strategy attempting
to help poor women.

On the other hand, if

"vre

put our faith in Lib-

eral Feminism, we still have no real way to account for staggering
differences between a bourgeois 1.-roman fighting for a seat in parliament or in the government legislature and the labouring mother doing
a double shift of labour.

As a conclusion to this chapter, I shall

no\..r briefly attempt to shoH hm-1 aspects of' both

l~xism

and Liberal

Feminism have proved usefUl for my particular case study of Stephenville t-Tomen.

Feminist Strategy:

The Case of Stephenville \{omen

Although the largest nunber of politically active women in NeHfoundland are at present Liberal Feminists, it i.J"Ould be vTrong to
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assur~e

that they represent the only form of Newfoundland feminism.

Over the past years, a number of other i.J'OMen have tried to reach
,.,orking class vmmen on feminist issues, usually with little or no
government support and very little backing from middle class feminists.

Ha.ny of the women I am speaking of have tried to work with

Liberal Feminists --

•
at childcare centers, shelters for battered

wives and rape crisis centers --

but have consistently found them-

selves frustrated and alienated when they insisted on co-operative
orgainization and a·ctive involvement of working class women thenselves.

In turning to the Left --

to l:arxists, to those involved

in the labour movement, and groups concerned i-ri th high unemployment
and Government cutbacks, these women once again have usually felt
let down and disillusioned \.J'ith the built-in sexism of the Left and
its insensitivity to wonen 1 s specific problems.
It was in consideration of all these things that I decided to
go outside the provincial capital and look at the problems of labouring women from the perspective of the 'rest of the Island'.

Ey

main purpose was to get a :fresh vision and hopefully shoH that both a
class and feminist analysis are necessary.

The place I eventually

chose for a case study was the tm·m of Stephenville, on the south'\·Test part of the Island.

This community had once been my home toiorn,

though I had not lived there for some time.

Largely because I was

partly aware of the hardships many older Stephenville women had faced
before their community urbanized during the Second Uorld :·Jar, and
also because I was still living in the town 't-Then it i-ras designated
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an industrial growth center by the Federal and Provincial Governments, I set out in 1980 to piece together an historical account
o.f the lives of the uonen there.

Despite a fairly large body of

writing on Nm.r.foundland outports and o.f government reports assessing
the economic climate o.f areas such as Stephenville, there has been
almost no v10rk done on vromen in any o.f the rural areas o.f the
Province, nor has any attention been paid to their situation today. 33
I realized that many of the Stephenville I·TOmen \vho 1-rere still alive
could tell me much that I needed to knoH.

It is on the basis of oral

history that in chapters three and four I shall attempt to respond to
some of the questions that have been raised in this chapter, concerning
a more adequate way in 't·rhich to understand women's oppression.

(24)

Chapter Two:

Placing Women in Newfoundland History

Introduction

The settlers who scattered in the coves and inlets along the
coast of Newfoundland throughout the Eighteenth and Nineteenth centuries did not come without a history.

The class structure which

gradually was established on the Island inherited from the Mother
Country such sexual inequalities as male property rights, patriarchal
marriage, sex-based political and legal systems and, most importantly, the :family.

In this chapter I shall examine some of the ways in

which gender hierarchies were rooted in Newfoundland society long
before attempts were made to industrialize the Island in the Twentieth century.

1

Hy second focus shall be on the relationship between

the state, patriarchy and capitalism and, especially on how the Welfare State after \vorld War II has institutionalized public-private
domains on a political level and in the process has curtailed the
available options for a majority of Newf'oundland women in a manner
that forces women :frequently into child bearing and mothering.

It

is important to realize that industrialization and the Welfare State
have not changed in one crucial ..way in their understanding of' human
reproduction and patriarchy, that is,their assumption that childbearing
and rearing are synomonous, natural and inevitable.

Newfoundland and Women in the Nineteenth Century
Social and Economic Conditions
NeHfoundland vras granted Responsible Government in 1855.

Prior

(25)

to this time the Island belonged to Britain and was used as a
migratory fishing colony by merchants based in the Mother Country.
Largely in order to eliminate competition and have a cheap and
mobile labour force to man their fishing vessels, the merchants insisted on laws requiring punishment for anyone trying to remain behind on the Island after the Fall fishery.
of settlement gradually emerged.

Hence a peculiar pattern

Small clusters of fisher-families

became scattered all along the Newfoundland coast to eke out a living
as best they could and as far away as possible from the British Navy,
2
whose orders were to "burn houses and root out population 11 •
Already at this early stage in the Island's development, women
were not treated equally to men.

Based on the assumption that they

were not "primary producers", they were barred from the Island and
were unable to take part in the fishery -- seen specifically as a
male sphere of activity.
w~s

The reduction of women to their biology

at this time behind Britain's policy to ban women from the Island

and to punish those who were already there and send them back home,
where they supposedly belonged.

As far as the merchant class and the

Mother Country were concerned, then, women were merely the 'means of
reproduction 1 •
This policy of the State and the dominant class was gradually reformulated in the 1800's.

With the emergence of industrial capitalism

in Britain and the subsequent breakdown of the mercantile system,
restrictions on settlement were no longer enforced.

My mid-century

a merchant class was well established, with the wealthier merchants

based in the capital city and the smaller merchants setting up
operations in one o£ the many outports settled during this period.
In less than a hundred years the dominant attitude towards women

had taken an abrupt turn-around.
was now desperate.

The need .for women on the Island

Women were needed to produce the labour force

necessary to bring in the fish.
tors o£ household skills

and

They were also valuable

contribu~

domestic labour necessary to put

food on the table and clothe the family. There was now an economic
and political need .for the patriarchal .family on the Island.

Some-

how women had to be forced to bear the primary responsibility for
the care of infants and young children, while simultaneously being
used as unpaid labourers.

Hence, women's fertility and sexuality

had to be controlled in a manner that permitted that they be separated .from males and at

the same time be made dependent upon them.

The Church and the Newfoundland government legitimated this notion of
women's major function as biological and social mothers, and fUrthermore, as non-citizens and non-entities before God and the law.

These

various structures of power, then, contributed to limiting women's
options essentially to those of marriage and motherhood t

The Church and the Rule of the Father
In both the outport and the capital city throughout the Nineteenth
Century the patriarchal 11 rule by the father ordained by God 11 3 was
established.

The politics of the family and society were assumed to

be identical -- fathers and husbands responsible for their daughters'
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chastity and their wives• obedience.

Non-married women were

~or

bidden to work outside the family household as long as their domestic labour was vi tal to the maintenance o£ the
tion of daughter

~rom

~amily.

The separa-

son contributed to the construction of a very

dichotomized view of what either sex could do in lire.

For women in

the isolated outport their role as producer, though vital to the survival o£ the extended family, was nevertheless, distorted by the
restrictions placed by men on their fertility.

Hence the ideology

of female purity and virginity -- and the corollary of male 'protectiveness' and control -- guaranteed that women would serve their men
and rear their

~hildren

without question.

This conception

o~

womanhood

was upheld by the local merchant by dealing mainly with fathers and
husbands when fixing up the family 1 s account in the fall of the year.
Families were almost always entered under the name of the male head.
In the case of widmved women, often the husband·' s name was kept, usually
for years.

It was virtually impossible for any woman to hold property,

for all inheritance of house, land, boats, equipment was passed down
f~om

father to son.

In the eyes of the priest or minister,women were

here on earth to serve men and bear children and, of course, to maintain the Church as well.

Church pe'tvs were expected to be paid for by

the head of the family, with his name written on them.
woman took

At marriage,a

her husband's name and vowed to obey and serve him and

bear his children, especially his sons, to work with him and carry on
his name. These patriarchal father-son relations, at a time when the
family and the economy were to a large extent still not yet separated,
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were both economically and politically necessary both for the merchant class and for Newfoundland males as a group.

What are some o:f

the characteristics of the 19th century Newfoundland economy that
warrented this form of patriarchal power?

The Nerchant Class and Domestic Labour
Newfoundland's merchant class was never interested in 'industrializing' the inshore fishery or diversifying the products produced.
Rather, it accumulated capital in usury. 4

Hence most merchants not

only imported cheap :food staples and fishing and household supplies
in order to sell them expensively, but they also made money by
advancing high interest loans in the form of commodities to the
fisher-families.

The conditions of unequal exchange between fisher-

men and merchants were conducted, for the most part, in kind and
usually under monopoly circumstances in a system known as the truck
system.

Thus the single merchant in the isolated outport could set

his own terms o:f trade, and the fishermen had little choice in the
matter.

A specific price was set for the fish depending on the mer-

chant's estimation of market value.

Most merchants paid as little as

possible, usurping a hugh surplus above a bare minimum. returned to the
fisherman.

This left the latter often in debt to the merchant, and

with nothing left over to modernize his equipment or to improve the
quality of his product.
With only primitive fishing equipment and boats, the inshore fishery remained an archaic and seasonal occupation, leaving production
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mainlY in the hands o£ "independent" producers.5

The only way a

fisherman could get ahead at all was to £ish with his male kin so
as to gather the necessary labour and equipment together as cheaply
as possible.

Thus an extended family network organized along agna-

tic lines was vital to both the fishermen and the merchants:

to

the former in order that there be a labour force available to take
part in the endeavour, to the latter in order to have a finished
product to exchange on the market.

For economic reasons alone, then,

the outport fishery, in order to survive at all, had to have large
groups o£ male kin living close together to assist in the hauling o£
boats, repairing equipment, manning cod traps and the like.

To main-

tain this sort of community structure,outport men had to marry exogamally,outside their community, and bring their brides home with
them.

Cousin marriages were strictly forbidden by the Church.

l·i.ar-

riages across religious lines were virtually unknown since the couples
involved not only needed permission £rom father, priest and minister,
but, in the case o£ Catholics, from the Pope himself.
this really mean £or the outport woman?

What did all

Why did her society deem it

necessary that her father carefUlly protect her and at the same instance treat her unequally in comparision to her brothers?

Why did

she also share the ideology that in order to be a 'real woman' she
must mother under the terms set first by her £ather and later by her
husband?
As perceived by men and the Church, women fell into two distinct
categories:

either 'good' or 'fallen' women.

Those women whose sex-

uality and fertility was safely controlled within the bonds of
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patriarchal marriage were seen as respectable, 'legitimate• mothers
and wives.

The women who did not fall within this category of wife/

mother were seen as 'loose and out of control', and thus as unvirtuous.
This ideology of a sexual division of labour between the male
'primary producer' and the female housewife and mother --

though it

did, as we shall see below, not reflect the real li:fe situation of
fisher-families --

was not challenged by outport women.

The average

woman had, in fact, practically no choice in the matter.

The condi-

tions of their society and the structure of the outport family made
it doubly sure that women would labour for their male kin until they
could be replaced by a sister-in-law or a younger sister.

Their only

real option to escape servitude to their fathers was to marry outside
their community where, however, sexuality and fertility was again
controlled, this time by their husband and his kin.
Given the particular conditions of the merchant class system,
then, the typical role of a woman was that of housewife and mother, and
her role in the economic productive domain -- at the fish, in the gardens, gathering berries and firewood, and so forth -- was determined
by that dominant role.

In other words,

the 'other' work that women

performed was interlocked with their mothering role in such a way that,
on the one hand, the household tasks and children were looked after and
men tended upon while, on the other hand, the kinds of productive
activities seen as 'women's work' were also performed.
ute of the day was wasted.

Thus not a min-

Women never finished work as the fishermen

did when the catch was brought in or when Saturday night came.

For
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women, whether they were mothers, daughters, a son's wife, or grandmothers, their chores were endless and so varied that in one sense
the ideology of male kin as
of truth.

1

primary producer 1 did contain some element

The conditions of the New:foundland family in the outports

and villages 1 the division o:f labour in the :family 1 and the ideology
of male dominance neatly served to cover up the important work women
actually did and, furthermore, to subordinate women to a role as
houseservant and reproductive machine.
Faris notes that women's main station in life was to maintain a
'crowd in the boat, a crowd ashore and hardy children•. 6

Yet, whether

mothers and daughters were expected to work at the fish flakes curing
the cod in a dried salt form for the market, 7 or whether they were
required to plant gardens and look after livestock, as was more typical
for stephenville women (see chapter three), their work 'on shore' was
vital to the survival of the family.

These household productive ac-

tivities, along with making clothes and cooking meals, as well as
tending to children, though time consuming, difficult and requiring a
large array of knowledge, nevertheless were seen as particularly well
suited for women as the acceptable 'extra' work they did besides bearing children.

What we are seeing described here are circumstances which

are exploitive

:for labouring women and labouring men, both forced to
work :from dawn to dust. 8

Sexuality and the

1

Virtuous Hother'

In order that women not undermine this oppressive system which
relegated them to childrearing and home tending, forcing them to spend
between seventeen to twenty years in childbearing and lactation

~)

(or, if unable to marry, to labour for their fathers under the social
stigma of spinsterhood), a powerful ideology of absolutist rule based
on the equation of God -- Priest -- Father -- Merchant had to be enforced.

Women had to be deprived of all other options outside of

patriarchal motherhood (hence no reproductive control, lesbian motherhood, non-female childrearing, and so forth) and made ideologically
and materially dependent on men.
many ways:

This lack of choice was secured in

first, from puberty on, young girls were seen as polluted

and ev!l while menstruating and expected to be hidden away from the
men of the house; 9

women were forced to keep their bodies covered

at all times (even from themselves), so that they would not 'seduce'
men; to lose their virginity outside of marriage warranted public
ostracization and years of penance, often spinsterhood and life-long
service to fathers and uncles as well; childbirth and ten days of
'lying-in' were perceived by men as the 'bloody curse' which nature put
on women.

This 1female sickness 1males had to be protected from, and

hence, expectant mothers were put into confinement until the blood,
pain, and after-birth were over and a new member of the family's labour forc e
had

been produced

and, finally, when women reached menopause and

their fertility was no longer in need of male control, they were seen
as sexless and dysfunctional, except, of course, in regard to their
serving role to the family which never diminished until death.
In retrospect, we should note that in spite of their oppression
prior to industrialization, Newfoundland women were not hopeless victims nor did their subordinate status prevent the development of a

For one thing, the possibility o£ low return

female sub-culture.

levels for £isher.men, precarious catches, large families, and everworsening fish markets and increasing competition abroad meant that
the problem of making enough to keep the family going was a fuJ.ltime job for all members of the £amily.

Thus women had an impor-

tant (though unvalued) productive role and did in £act receive some
recognition, especially in old age, for being 'hard-working women'.
Also, there were certain occupations, such as midwifery and medicine
woman, of laying out the dead, tending to the sick, working in spinning and carding frolics with female kin, and so forth, which were
the province of women.

These female concerns allowed women to build

a kind of private culture among themselves which gave them some measure
of worth and dignity and an non-political avenue to vent grievances
in connection with their restrictive life situation.

And it were

precisely these various ways of dealing with their oppression that
rural Newfoundland women were gradually to lose throughout the Twentieth Century as Newfoundland became a 'developed' society.

1-J"omen' s Position in Newfoundland .from 1900 to Conf.e deration (1949)
Social and Economic Conditions
Twentieth Century New.foundland was still basically' a rural society,
but it witnessed substantial urban development when the economy began
to diversif'y.

By 1900, the salt cod fishery was in an extremely pre-

carious position:

the bank crash in the 1880 1 s and thus the slump in

markets was partly to blame (export prices for cod, e.g., declined
32 percent between 1880 and 1899)1~

and the problems of production

discussed above were also an important contributing factor to the
crisis.

Merchants were not willing to invest capital in reorganizing

and modernizing the inshore fishery or in expanding the product produced, especially if there were any less risky investments available.
Meanwhile in other countries at this time, Newfoundland's competitors
were doing just this, 11

ult:ilnately leaving the majority of fisher-

families unable to make ends meet as had at least been possible in the
previous century.
Apart from the archaic inshore fishery, the alternatives were
(according to the Prime Minister of the time, Edward Iviorris) :

out-

migration, confederation with Canada or the United .States, opening
up the country to capitalists, or starvation.12

In retrospect it is

evident that all of these options were resorted to, but at least
diversification of the economy from the point of view of the merchants
and the state

was seen as the answer to everyone's problems, since it

was expected to stimulate consumer needs, and hence increased trade
and wealth.
It should be clear at this point that Newfoundland did not neatly
fit the Narxist notion of the political economy _l3
the development of its productive forces.

at any stage in

It would perhaps be. more

realistic to view Ne'\·rfoundland society as never having passed through
a laissez-faire period of capitalism, of never having had a strong
internal domestic bourgeoisie to bring it to modernity, i.e., of being
to a large extent

economically dependent on some other power, be it

Britain or, in more recent history, the American based multi-nationals
with their distribution of branch plants concentrated in central
Canada.

Therefore,attempts to solve the problems of poverty and

unemployment came mainly from the state itself.

A national policy

was adopted to 'open up' the country, especially by investment in
railways and the development of an infrastructure which supposedly
would gradually lead to the development of the natural resources of
the Island:
tourism.

the forests, mines, water pmver, agriculture, as well as

The merchant class welcomed

this

strategy- to

diversify the economy because new export sectors would be developed.
Wage work in the minjng and forestry industries would ease the problems
of unemployment and, furthermore, the state anticipated that it would
accumulate enough capital to revolutionize the fishery.

Growth and Development
The result were a number of single-industry, primary resource
towns:

Iron mining on Bell Island; pulp and paper industries in

Grand Falls and Corner Brook; and a zinc mine at Buchans.
financ~ct

All were

by outside capital and, though they did create some employ-

ment for males,14

by 1930 it was increasingly clear that these indus-

trial developments had done little to boost revenue for the Newfoundland government.

Instead, what did result was a series of Company

towns based on an extremely rigid sexual division of labour.
It was in these single-industry towns. that domestic labour underwent change at a very rapid pa.ce}-5

The general pattern was that the
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• development' of rural communi ties surrounding the industry produced the first proletarian families.

Men usually came first, found

a job with a Company, and some kind of shelter for their families,
and then sent word to their wives to join them.

A woman had little

choice in the matter nor much hope of finding a job of her own when
she got there.

Unable to survive on her o'l.orn, with children to feed

and clothe, she resigned herself to the faith that life without kin
and rural supports would somehow be better since her husband had a
job with a decent wage.

With her children and the family's possessions
she consequently 'followed the movement of capital•. 16 Of course,
this was not the pattern for all families. Some men worked part-time
as labourers and as part-time fishermen as well, thus leaving their
wives and children by themselves.

Often these women saw their hus-

bands for only three or four weeks of the year woman put it:

as one Stephenville
1 just long enough to get pregnant again' • 17

In the capital city of St. John's, working class women were then

facing similar circumstances.

There were perhaps a few more employ-

ment options available for single women there since St. John's was the
center of government and of education.

Yet, for women without certain

typing and bookkeeping skills, and without opportunity to go abroad
to receive higher education in medicine or teacher's training, the jobs
they were forced to seek out were the lowest paid, the most menial
and often only t ·e mporary.

Outport women who migrated to the city had

to face the sEme restrictions as well, ending up in domestic service

in private homes, working in hotels and restaurants, or work as clean-
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ing women --

all kinds of labour similar to the various domestic

tasks their mothers had done before them.

Their wages were always

much lower than even that of the males of their own class, so low,
in fact, that it was not possible for them to survive alone,

especially i f they had children.

~lithout

birth control, the chances

were that for many of these women single parenthood was even more
likely than i t was in outport communities at this time.

Once all

this is taken into consideration, marriage was still the pre:ferrable
option, still an economic necessity, which often meant the difference
between survival and destitution.
Not all women in St. John's, however, were facing such problems.
A small group of women from the wealthier class were beginning to
question how women were perceived by men, and particularly challenged the
view that precluded their treatment as persons in public life.

Who

were these vTomen and why did they fight for certain legal rights for
the female

sex?

Women and the Vote
Already by the turn of the century, a number of young women had
gone abroad in search of higher education, mostly to Britain, Central
Canada or to the United States.
training open to their sex:
secretarial work.

They generally entered those areas of

nursing, teaching, social work, and

No doubt, at the schools and colleges where they

received their education, they came across women who did not fit the
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dominant model of mother/wife.

The vote had already been won for

women in many parts of the United States by this time, and the movement to win it in Britain was well under way.

In both of these coun-

tries, fUrthermore, women were moving into non-traditional fields
such as law and medicine and were even avoiding marriage in order to
.
th e~r
. pro f
pract ~ce

.

ess~on.

lS

The upper c1 ass ~"'t • J ohn 1 s women

probably felt themselves to be behind the times.

They came back to

the city and discovered that in most of the occupations in which they
might have wanted .w ork, females were consistently paid less than men.
They also looked at their mothers lives, mostly upper class society
women often sitting idle and bored and totally dependent on their husbands.

They wanted more than an arranged marriage and kids; they

wanted economic independence and a place in society outside of women's
clubs.

Between 1900 - 1925 they did make important gains.

In the first

part of the decade of the 1900's, Edith Weeks became the first woman
doctor on the Island; in the same period Louise Saunders became the
first woman lawyer. Alice Wareham became principal of Bishop's College.
Julia Earle, in 1916, became the engrossing clerk for the House of
Assembly; and in the same year llary Southcott opened and operated a
private hospital in the city •19

In the post-WWI period, a Ladies Reading Room Group and Current
Events Club was established by a group of leading ladies of St. John's,
pioneered by Nrs. J. Hitchell, organized specifically around the issue
20
o.f women 1 s su.f.frage.
Ha.gazines and newspapers concerning women 1 s
struggle for the vote elsewhere were passed around and discussed.
Lectures on the subject were given periodically.

Petitions were circu-

lated around the city.

By 1920 the municipal vote had been won, seen

by these women as the initial step to full enfranchisement.
shortly after this victory, the

11

Thus

1-lomen' s Franchise League" was

formed, again organized by the better-educated, wealthier city
women, but this time reaching out to working class and outport women
as well.

They placed articles in the local papers (of course, con-

sidering the high illiteracy rate of women at this time one wonders
how insightful such actions indeed were 21 ) •

The suffragettes then

circulated a petition in 1920 and again in 1921 throughout the city
and in

manw.

outports and larger towns, asking women to give their

personal signatures in support of the cause.

Throughout the entire

struggle for the vote, many of the prominent men in the city and a
large number in Parliament (including the Prime l'rfinister, Richard
Squires, and also his wife) thought a bill for female enfranchisement a lvaste of time and energy.

Due in part to the fact that all

members of the Government were men who, by

and large, believed

without question that 'politics was a man's world while women's place
was in the home to "rock and cradle 11 and remain both unseen and un2
heard'
it took five long years o:r ·struggle before the vote was

?-

finally granted in 1925 to all women on the Island over twenty-£ive
years o:r age.
In retrospect, the central question which we need to ask is what
precisely did the average working class or outport woman gain from
the right to vote or £rom being able to enter pro:ressions such as
medicine or law?

1.Jhat use was the vote to a poor woman who could

never hope to have anything to say about who ran in elections?

She

had no way to get together the $480.00 or have possession of $2500
in property to qualify to run as a member of the House of As sembly,

as the wealthy St. John's women were able to do after 1925.

These

rights were for women who could afford to hire maids and servants
to clean up after them and watch their kids.

In challenging

the

patriarchal ideology of women's economic dependence on men and their
exclusion from politics, the upper class women were really thinking
only of themselves, ultimately condemning poor women to the very form
of oppression they were out to change.

Because of their class

affiliation and their faith in liberal reforms, the suffragettes were
unable to develop a feminist politics tha.t recognized the hidden oppression of women as reproducers and rearers of' children.

Newfound-

land males continued to be seen as the breadwinners, and the private
sphere of the family was still assigned to women.

Even upper class

women were seen for the most part as mothers and wives, though they
now had a chance to be better educated and go to the polls at election time.

The double sexual standard of Newfoundland society was

not changed in any fundamental way, nor did the average woman find
relief from endless child bearing and rearing, bad housing, too
little food to serve the family, and -1.-1age work --

for the few who could find

another day 1 s v10rk at home a.flter an eight hour shift

of serving others.

Real liberation for these women would have had

to include the right to control their own bodies, that is, to separate
sexuality from procreation.

Even though elsewhere during the 1920's,

a birth control movement was well underway 2 3,
fertility was not a public issue.

in Newfoundland women 1 s

Restrictive sexual standards and

women's economic dependency on men kept birth control at most a hidden problem of the individual woman and of the midvri:t'e with her
folk knowledge about such matters.

The Hungry Thirties
With the onset of the Great Depression of the 1930's, things became so bad on the Island that nearly one-third of the population was
drawing relief -- a mere 6 cents a day.

Hore than 6o per cent of the

male labour force earned less than $500 per year.

Families were still

quite large and medical care all but absent in many areas. 24

In

1934, the number of deaths of women traceable to pregnancy and childbirth problems was nearly 6 per 1,000 births.

Infant mortality in
25
the same year was nearly 115 per 1,000 live births.
People had no

money for adequate food even if such food was in fact accessible.
The families

who

suffered most were often from the working class

in the capital city and the resource towns.
of

In St. John's, crowds

poo~

people rioted in the downtown streets, demanding food for
26
families and the right to earn a decent wage.
The Newfoundland government, unable to meet its debts and facing
a legitimation crisis as the overall standard of

li~ing

decline, was once again forced to depend upon Britain.

continued to
Thus, in 1933,

Responsible Government was suspended and a Commission by Government
from Westminister arranged by the l1other Country.
Some relief did finally come with the Second vlorld War.

Newfound-

land males enlisted in the British Sl'my and navy, easing the unemployment problem somewhat.

ilso, duQ to its strategic position in

the Atlantic, the Island was chosen by the American and Canadian
military as a location for Air Bases and land operations.

The

Commission Government jumped at the opportunity, seeing these bases
as the answer to the problems of
eral. population.

~he .poor

and unemp=!--oy ed of the gen-

One of the areas chosen was Stephenville, a rural

coiiD1Jlmi ty with a population of 250 in 1941.

The Base which was con-

structed near the village in that Year saw 30,000 troops pass through
it, to be served and cared for by hundreds of single women from the
Island who found work there.

27

Another similar Air Base was built

just outside of st. Jolm' s, and anotner at Argentia (also on the East
Coast of the Island), with a fourth being established in Labrador.
During the construction phase of these military operations, and for
a short time after the War, IDBllY NeWfoundland males, and some single
women as well,found jobs.

Yet, for the women who entered the work

force at this time, the kind of work available was hardly different
from the work their counterparts fOUnd during the earlier period of
industrialization, that is, domestic work, clearing tables, washing
the linen and clothes of the 'Yanks 1 and the Canadian soldiers, cooking the food for the Newfoundland lllEJ.es '"ho lived in the barracks on
these bases, and so on.

Without birth control and the protection of

fathers and community, hundreds of these girls were left pregnant
and forced to return to their parents in order to avoid destitution.
For married women, the question of vorking for a wage f'ull-time made
little sense, considering their problems of continuous pregnancy, the

absence of daycare , and the disappearance of traditional options,
for example, to grow a few vegetables or to have a cow.
The prosperity brought by the \-1 ar to the Island was in fact
short lived,for at least the majority of the people.
returned looking for work.

War veterans

As U. S. and Canadian military require-

ments changed, the strategic role such towns as Stephenville served

war

during the
pletely.

soon declined.

Gradually the Bases closed do1ro. com-

Empty buildings and vacated airports were turned over to

the Newfoundland government.

The rural economic base of these towns

had by this time been destroyed.

With their service role also phased

out, thousands of people left without work and no opportunity to return to their former subsistence lifestyle.

While urban development

had occurred and people had been introduced to all the services of
the modern consumer society, no economic structure existed to support
them.

Something had to be done so that the labour .force could be

reproduced.

In these military to\ro.s, and in the capital city as

well, all sorts of visible indications of the inability of large portions o.f the working class to keep afloat had emerged.

The illegi-

timate birth rate a.fter the War had jumped to nearly 34 per cent,
which is almost 10 per cent higher than it had been in 1930. 28 Somehow single mothers had to be looked after.
in dire straits as well, and thus

dren.

~ble

Host of their families were

to keep them and their chil-

The number o.f widowed women had also increased due to the war.

And many of the men who returned from overseas were crippled and
hence needed compensation o.f some sort.

The Newf'oundland population

looked to the Mother Country and found little help.

Britain too was

(44)
facing similar domestic problems and wanted to be relieved of its
• caring' role.

One attractive -vra:y out was to join forces with

Canada.

Newfoundland Women and the \velfare state
Social and Economic Conditions
When Neltrfoundland entered Conf.ederation with Canada in 1949, it
received all the trappings of the Welfare

State~9

The new Liberal

Government led by Premier Joey Smallvrood promised the Baby Bonus to
mothers and three jobs to every man.

A 'develop or perish' policy

was adopted, with the various kinds of social services provided by
the Canadian State used to justifY its attempts to hold down wages
and, as I shall argue belotf, continue to treat women as dependents
of men tv.ithin the patriarchal family.
Poverty was supposed to disappear as soon as Net·Tfoundl.and developed into a modern, affluent society.

Both the federal and pro-

vincial governments promoted this myth through the ideology of social
welfare and an economic strategy to industrialize the Island and to
resettle the mass o:f the rural population into
Neither state
of

1

~etended

to treat women equally.

full employment• t.J'as given only to nen.

1 grO'\vth

centers 1 •

Instead, the promise

\l/'omen were firmly located

in the home, as far as those in political power t-rere concerned, reproducing the labour force and taking care of husbands and children
(now even with welfare 'gifts•), while the men did their shift at the
office or on construction sites.

Thus after 1950, Ne't·Tfoundland, more than ever before, became
a hinterland for giant capitalist investment.
vTood

At .first, the Small-

government attempted to reach its goal of full employment

through import substitution.3°

A series of small local ~actur

ing schemes were started in the designated growth centers: a cement
plant, a machinery and tazmery operation, rubber, textile, and pressboard industries, and a battery plant.
t~pts

By mid-1953, four other at-

were on the way (fUrs, gloves, boots and sho~s, and ceramics).

But by 1957, five of these and similar plants "torere closed, eight
others had not yet made a profit, and only the cement plant emerged
as solvent in the end.

Smalluood 1 s initial efforts to "take the boys

out of the boats 11 and put them in year-round vtell-paying jobs in the
new industries had been di,s astrous.

By 1959 the Island was in the

depths of an economic recession, the loggers were on strike, and unemployment reached nearly 20 per cent.
labour force was on welfare.

That winter nearly half the

People had little choice but to return

to their outport home, if at all possible, and start anew.
The men went back fishing and the women expected to pack everything up once again and return "t-Tith their men to a subsistence lifestyle.

~~

did just this, and between 1958 and 1963 over 8,000

families migrated back to an outport society, where they hoped they
would still be able to provide enough for their .families to live on.
But what they did find

w~e_ run-do~houses,lack

needed fishing gear, and inadequate services.
anticipation

of

of money to purchase

There was only the

catching enough tish in the summer months in or-

der to dra-vr unemployment insurance.

If this did not materialize,

welfare-- or the 'dole', as it became called-on, if' families vrere to have enough to eat.

had to be relied

The logical implica-

tion of Smallwood's resettlement programs had been that once an industrial proletariat was created in central areas, economic progress
would shortly follow.

Convinced that the main problem had been the

development strategy itself, the government focused attention on the
Island's remaining natural resources, especially in Labrador.
\fith the aid of outside capital and £inancial backing from the
t.ederal government, a number of large-scale industrial enterprises
vrere attempted in the early 1960's, aJ.ong with yet another attempt to

resettle the people to the sites of these developments.
finery was started at Come-by-Chance;

An oil re-

an iron-ore project initiated

at Knob Lake; a large hydro-electric project constructed at Churchill
Falls; a linerboard mill established at Stephenville; and a longliner
fishery built up.

State capital was used to expand the economic

infrastructure ,-to subsidize many of the developments, and to educate
the people for the jobs that were expected to materialize.
the results were clear.

~~

1972,

New:foundJ.and had a per capj.ta debt double the

Canadian average, and the unemployment problem had not been solved.
SmaJlwood 1 a development strategies had helped to create: 1.

A large

number of short-term jobs £or males, mainly in the construction industry; 2.

A whole array of small-scale business enterprises in the

various growth centers (as well as some locally owned fish plants in
a fe\f outport communities); and .3.

A nel·T middle class of government

employees -- social \.Torkers, bureaucrats, state advisors, and so forth.
How did Ne"t-1:foundland women f'it into this picture?

From the previous discussion about the 'Helf'are State, it is
clear that although women were fundamental to its legitimation, they
received little direct benef'it f'rom it as a group.

Some middle class

women did of course find jobs as professionals in state-f'inanced programs, but £or the majority of' Newf'oundland women this was not the
case.

Instead, those women £rom the working class who did find some

paid work in the male public world were f'orced to accept servicerelated jobs in St. John 1 s or in the various growth centers around
the Island,

They had no unions to £ight £or better working conditions,

matern:i:.ty benefits, or 't.Jages.

Nor did they have a way to eliminate

sexual harassment on the job.

According to the politicians, these

women should not have had anything to complain about, since it provided so many services £or the modern woman:
food chains, etc.

shopping malls, fast

Yet the 'working mother' continued as mother, wif'e

and domestic servant,as well as a wage earner in the market and thus
had to shoulder a domestic oppression condoned by the State.

The Politics of Reproduction
Until 1969 contraception, including abortion, 'vas illegal in
Canada.

For a number of reasons, which I shall discuss below, this law was

liberalized at the turn of the decade.

Contraception information

was distributed across the country, the

1

Pill 1 became accessible and

therapeutic abortion permitted in any hospital with four physicians
willing to perform the procedure.

On the Island, the Planned Parent-

hood Association was formed in 1972 (sponsored by the Canadian Public
Health Association).

The Canadian State and the Newfoundland govern-

ment, no-vr under the leadership of Frank Noores, for the first time
ever were showing concern about the need for families to have the
opportunity to plan their pregnancies and limit their size.
sence, the goals of the State at this point were l.

In es-

To make sure that

all Newfoundland families had accessibility to information about re-

production and family planning; 2.
vices on the community level; 3.

To develop family planning serTo also provide counselling services

in the area of human sexuality (previously considered the private domain of the family itself); and

4.

To promote the developnent of

family life and sex education for youth.Jl

Health professionals --

physicians, nurses, and pharmacists -- joined together to provide
these birth control services to the Newfoundland population,while
simultaneously preserving and even strengthening the family.

Before

examining some reasons why these liberal reforms mentioned here occurred
it is important to stress that this was a form of state-directed reproductive control which in fact took the household, and not the individual woman within it, as its focus for concern.

Hence, by spon-

soring such organizations as Planned Parenthood,the State was achieving
a number of things:

family size was controlled,3 2 resulting in lower

welfare payments; the bourgeois form of the patriarchal family (that
is, consisting of husband, : wife and their 2.1 children) was upheld; a
large portion of the educated middle class were employed as social
workers, public health personnel and so forth; and finally, pharmaceutical companies and medical professionals were pleased.

(49)
Another important reason why the State decided on the plan of
action discussed above was to neutralize the Women's Movement, which
emerged in many parts of the country in the late 1960's.

The 1970

report of the Royal Commission on the Status of vlomen made 167 recommendations to.the Federal Government to change the subordinate position

By 1972 the Newfoundland Status of Women's Council (NSwC)

of women.

had been formed, a constitution drawn up, consciousness-raising sessions were being held in women's homes, and an application was sent to
ottawa for funding to build a women's center in St. John's.

By the

following year The Women's Place was opened. On the West Coast of the
Island, another women's center was opened in Corner Brook shortly
thereafter.

Many of the women involved at the centers came from out-

side the Island.

Others were native-born Newfoundlanders but had lived

elsewhere during the 1960 1 s.

Hany o:f these women were acutely aware

o:f sexual exploitation on many levels -- inside as well as outside the
family.

Some had been involved in student demonstrations while at

university and had become somewhat disillusioned with the Le:ft itself.
They :felt an urgent need for an autonomous women's movement :focusing
on the specific problems o:f working class women, in particular on the
right to control their own fertility, on equal job opportunities with
men, and on equal pay for equal work.
It is an indication o:f the strength of middle-class pressure group
politics in Canada that the :federal and provincial governments sought to
meet some o:f these demands of Newfoundland :feminists by bringing about
legal changes in legislation and also by providing :fUnding for political
activities -- research :focused on women's problems, community work projects and

(50)

forth·

In St. John's, a state-sponsored day care center opened, a

rape crisis group was formed, changes were made in provincial legislation concerning equal pay for equal work, a research project was
begun to eliminate instances of sex discrimination in school textbooks, and,finally,a center for battered women was fUnded.
more than an attempt to buy women off.
part of the State to accommodate

This was

It showed real concern on the

the demands of feminists in the face

of impending recession and high unemployment around the Island.

But,

though the Women's Movement had a serious impact at this time, it
would be erroneous to conclude that the State was morally concerned
about women 1 s oppression.

For the grants to women 1 s groups came with

specific governments requirements, in particular, that formal bureaucratic rules be followed, that a rigid structure and plan of action be
used and that the women who were being helped (victims of rape, working class mothers needing birth control, battered women, welfare

mothers, jobless teenagers) not have anything to say about how things
were run.

All this allowed the state to respond to women's groups

while not really making structural changes in the economy.

The end

result was that liberal feminists were satisfied with the reforms
made by the State,while the women making socialist as well· as feminists
demands were increasingly alienated from the Center.

Working class

women suffered greatly from this split among feminists.

This becomes

especially clear when we examine the situation of women outside of St.
John's during the 1970 1 s.
In 1972 the new conservative government on the Island under the
leadership of Frank Moores not only had to deal with a women's movement
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and the problem of: population control, but was also £aced with ;finding employment f:or a large section of: the Nevrf:oundland population.
Hazzy, like in previous periods of: unemployment, migrated to mainland Canada in search of: work.

Loans were made available to working

class high school graduates to f:urther their education at university,
trade school or the community colleges around the Province.

And as

was the case in the early 1960's, many f:amilies were encouraged to
_ migrate back to the outports and once again try and £end f:or themselves.

Men were given loans for boats and fishing equipment. State

sponsored work projects were encouraged f:or those not involved in
the fishery. (For the most part, these projects employed only males
and the f:ew outport women who did manage to get in on any of them had
to fight hard f:or this right.f 3 The grants given out for community
projects such as wharf repairs, road construction, boat slips, harbour
repairs and community centers were quite consistent with the usual
approach of the State in dealing with the unemployment problem in
Newfoundland, that is, to create temporary unskilled or semi-skilled
jobs for local males while the women stay home and look after the
home and children.

But the- outport family desperately needed some- econ-

omic contribution from women if it was to survive at all on these 1makewor~

schemes and the

decli~

fishery.

Thus the government also

encouraged the craf:t industry in many of the out ports.

Women

were expected to do piece work inside their homes, fitted around their
housework and child rearing (quite similar in fact to the putting-out
system in England in the 18th century).
that

What happened in this regard was

women's domestic skills such as spinning, weaving, knitting,

and so forth,became routinized and fitted to a specific pattern so
as to meet the expectations of the middle class tourist market.

In

exchange for this factory-type labour, most women received payment
far below the minimum wage34 and, furthermore, lost any control they
once had over the products of their labour.

In some outport commu-

ni ties, women were encouraged to complement this form of craft work

with seasonal fish plant work.

In both of these work options,

rural women continued to perform the rnaj or reproductive labour involved in running the home and in looking a.£ter the children.

They

still were performing a double burden of labour while officially
their male relatives were seen as the 'breadwinners'.

For the women's

movement to reach these women, it had to somehow help them deal with
the contradictory situation they were forced to live with as rural
women.

Current Political Conflicts:

The 'Right-to-Life' and \-/omen

By 1977 i t was clear that this would not happen.

was now country-wide and deepening.

The recession

Many Newfoundlanders were returning

to the Province due to plant shutdowns in central Canada.

The State

was forced to cut , back. its welf'are budget, limit its spending for
make-work projects and tighten its unemployment insurance regulations.
Daycare

centers and other women's projects were not

re~ded.

In-

creasingly social services were centralized and· the chronically unemployed, in particular welfare mothers, were resettled to the growth
centers.

Government reprints were circulated blaming the poor for

their poverty, while social workers were told to go into homes and
show people how to 'plan their budgets•.

To make matters vrorse,

a strong conservative movement began to strenghten, ;focusing on the
issue of abortion.

Under the slogan

1

The Right-to-Life', the

Catholic and Anglican churches, organizations such as the Canadian
Legion, the Knights of Columbus, fundamentalist denominations, and even
the West Coast Labour representative,mobilized a political force
attacking women for taking jobs £rom men and deserting their families.

By 1979, even the Planned Parenthood organizations were l.Ulder attack.
The hospital on the West Coast of the Province refused to give abortions and in St. John's the General Hospital was forced to limit abortions to three a Yeek.

Women over sixteen, those in a "serious rela-

tionship", those married or even those

1

pretty 1 are now turned avray.

As I briefly mentioned in chapter one, it yas my involvement
with a collective of women concerned about such issues which prompted
me to go outside the capital city and so some research on Newfoundland women.J5 I chose Stephenville for a number of reasons:

1.

I

knew many of the older women and believed that their oral accounts
of life in Stephenville prior to \{L·JII \voul.d be valuable in trying to
understand women's position in pre-industrial times;

2.

I also knew

a number of younger women who had grown up with me in the area and
had since married and had families;
1fas

3.

I was aware that the town

one of the main areas in the province where tielfare mothers had

been recently ghettoized; and

4.

I had decided by this point that

in order to understand the problems of other Newfoundland women I

had to also reexamine my

own~ast,in

part by renewing relations with

my mother and female kin,and to take a closer look at my male relatives to see precisely how deeply sexism was embedded vrlthin my own
family.

In the following two chapters I shall attempt to piece to-

gether the lives of this community of women.

Introduction:

Why Stephenville as a Case Study?

I intend to show that the growth of industrial towns in Newfoundland has been telescoped into a relatively short period of
history, only forty years in the case of Stephenville.

Although the

town is presently one of the largest urban areas of the Island, the
base for a number of industrial projects, as well as a designated
service center for the surrounding communities, all these modern
conditions of industrial capitalism were non-existent prior to
World War II.
By giving attention to Stephenville's history, it is possible

to highlight the unfolding of distinct stages of the sort of capitalist
development promoted by the Newfoundland state since the colony was
first settled.

In the following two chapters, I attempt to recon-

struct the transformation of this area from a rural fishing and
farming community to a town characterized by a rigid sexual division
of labour through which women are largely excluded

fro~

wage-labour

and from salaried positions.l While the Welfare State, which emerged
in Newfoundland after it joined Canada in 1949, has given women some
minimal economic security, ma.IlY' of the advantages of rural living

enjoyed by women in Stephenville prior to Confederation are no longer
available as options.

This would hardly be problematic if, in fact,

certain gains women made elsewhere in the late 1960's and early 1970's
(such as birth control and abortion, equal job and educational
opportunities, protection from rape and battering, day care facilities

and so forth) were also accessible to Stephenville working class
women.

This, however, is not the case.

In the following chapters

I attempt to point out why this is so.

Chapter Three:

Women in Rural Stephenville. 1900

1940

The Setting
At the turn of the twentieth century, stephenville was still
relatively isolated from the outside world.

The settlers who first

came to this relatively fertile plain in 1845 were French-speaking
exiles from the number of small islands owned by Nova Scotia.
came to the French Shore

They

of Newfoundland to escape impending

punishment from the Nova Scotia government, largely because they
could not a£ford to pa.y taxes levied on their families. The year
following their arrival on the Island, a male child vias born to one
of the leading families.

They called their new settlement Stephenville

after the child, Stephen Gallant, whose own son later became the sole
merchant of the village.

Once learning the general practice of the

Newfoundland government concerning ownership of land, the settlers
paid their annual $2 per square mile and erected houses, barns, sheds
and so forth.
homes.

Many had brought household things £rom their £ormer

others made what they could not afford to purchase at the mer-

chant's store in the nearby commercial centre o£ St. Georges.

~

the

time the first generation had become adults, the settlement was well
established with a population of over 600 persons. 2 Yet the extensiveness of the fishing, farming, and gathering activities necessary for

survival meant that these labouring families were forced to spend
most of their time in working at something or other.

The only commu-

nity functions were Church on Sundays, weddings, funerals, the annual
garden party and the Fall harvest.

otherwise, apart from a rare

square dance at the one-room school, people stayed close to their
households.

I was born ten years before the new century came in - not
yesterday, hey? N:other had ten children in all, but only
five of us made it. We had a lovely house back off the
pond, around two miles from the Church and the merchant's
store. In 1900 there wasn't much very big around here.
No doctor, just the old midwife. She was a nice woman, I
remember. The road was really nothing but a cow path, and
unless you were a man or boy you didn't get to see what the
other side of the Bay was like.
(Rural house\vife, born 1890)

The Economic and Social Base
In 1900, shortly before the French Shore was officially made a
proper part o£ the Island, most o£ the village people lived on small
farms about a hal£ mile from each other.

The older women remember that

there were about ten family farms clustered around a large pond,
commonly known to the local residents as 'Back-the-Pond'.
of the pond two narrow roads forked towards the sea:

From the end

the 'Back Road'

to the right, where a small one-room school was erected; the other to
the left, which eventually came out to the

1

Front Road 1 , where the

church and the merchant store were built.

On the Back Road between

ten to twelve family farms were in operation at this time and along
the stretch o£ land towards the Front Road more small farms could be
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found.

:AItogether

there were around one hundred houses inhabited

on about twenty-.five or so blocks of land, anywhere .from one hundredfifty to two hundred acres.

Most of the farms had a11 of their land

cleared and in use, one section set aside for vegetable gardens and
fruit trees, the rest used for hay fields and pasture. 3
There was usually a main house of three or more stories where
the grandfather, his wile and non-married kin resided.
more grandchildren lived there as well.

Often one or

Moreover, a newly married son

and his young wif'e might live with his parents while his own house was
being constructed, perhaps for one or two years.

Surrounding the main

house there was generally a large barn about forty feet square, various
sheds and storage buildings, often a small saw mill, an outdoor toilet
("outhouse") and farm equipment such as a plow, sled, wagon, hoes, and
so forth.

Most far.ms had at least one horse and often an oxen for

plowing, two or more cows, around twenty head of sheep, a pig, hens,
and one or more sheep dogs.

Clustered around the grandfather' s house

were the sons and their families.

Families were large.

The stephen-

ville women remember that it was common to see twelve to fifteen children from one couple.4

Of course, many died young in child-birth or

from contagious diseases which periodically spread through the area; 5
nevertheless, there were often as many as five to six sons and their
families living in close proximity to their father.

All families were

French-speaking and all were Catholics, except one family near the
merchant store.

The common bonds of language, religion and extended

.family organized around the older patriarch generally meant that all
agnatically related males worked together, building each others• houses
and storage buildings in 'frolics', that is, by everyone getting to-
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gether and pooling labour and resources.
of

The :family land was cleared

brush the same way and the hay mowed in the late slllllmer in a

similar :fashion.

Ultimogeniture prevailed:

the central house and

barn, as well as equipment and animals was usually passed down to the
youngest son at the death of the patriarch.
Apart .f'om agricultural pursuits, most Stephenville males also
engaged to some extent in inshore fishing • ./ The waters of the village
Bay were, unfortunately, not very abundant in cod, which in most outport communi ties was then the mainstay of the economy.
men :fished salmon and herring.
ly short periods of time:

Instead, the

Both species were caught in relative-

salmon generally in the early Spring after

the ice break-up, and the herring usually in the Fall, before the ice
came into the Bay for the \-linter.

6

Some men also caught lobster in

traps in the Spring, but :for the most part the lobster fishery was
also poor in this area.

The added problem of' high westerly winds

meant that in some years many families lost their gear and even boats.
Lobster pots and salmon and herring nets more than once ended up
strung along the rocky shore, and many :fishing sheds were washed away
during such storms.
to replace.

Gear and boats were expensive and time consuming

Ultimately it meant that these f'ar.mer-f'ishermen spent

much of their time directly or indirectly involved in the f'ishery,
\tlith little return :for their labour.

Yet, if' they wanted to get

necessary household staples f'rom the merchant, such as f'lour, molasses,
tea, sugar, coa1, £arming equipment and parts (tires, wheels, bolts),
kerosene, gasoline, crude and lubricating oils, household hardware,
school things for the kids and so forth, they had to bring either fish
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or hard cash to him.
The merchant argued that the climate and soil was no good
around Stephenville anyway, except f'or grow:ing things f'or
home-use and that, furthermore, any man who tried
to f'ar.m fUll-time was doomed to fail from the start.
(Rural housewif'e, born 1910)
No matter how many far.m products could be produced and no matter
how high their quality was, the local merchant and, in turn, the
larger merchants he dealt with in the town of' St. George's, simply
refused to exchange these products :for necessary commodities.

Thus,

the men could not af'f'ord to f'ar.m fUll-time and, instead, were forced
to fish from the nearby Bay.

When the fishing or the weather were bad,

the men had little choice but find wage-work elsewhere -

in mainland

Canada, working in the coals of Cape Breton perhaps, or as labourers
as far away as the 'Boston States•. 7
locally as well:

Some did find work as labourers

at a saw mill which cut ties for the railroad,

clearing land f'or the government

o~

for the few rich English far.mers

who owned and operated f'ar.ms about f'orty miles f'rom the village, ~r
.fishing at the Cape and at the Bar 8 near St. George's f'or .fish merchants.

A few worked as miners at the nearby quarry at Aguathuna,

and others went to Sandy Point near the town of' St. George' s, where a
merchant operated a herring-packing company, hiring males .for ten cents
a day to build wooden barrels and pack herring for shipment to the
Boston States.

The merchant, old A. V. Gallant,had our hands tied. He owned
the only store that was here then and bartered everything
he thought he could make a buck f'rom and that the women
didn't make themselves. He gave back hard cash to no man,

except when some was needed to pay the priest his dues or
pay :for your pew in the church at the end o:f the year.
When the men came up with a boat of fresh salmon or herring old A. V. would make them take it all up in :freight
or tobacco or liquor. You couldn't get a dollar if you
cried. That damn merchant was a real gypper, i:f you ask
me. He used to weigh the :fish always himself, and let me
tell you this much: the scales were always tipped in his
:favor. The men had no education, just ignorant, common
folks. O:rten times for a \vhole barrel o:f herring my old
man would be lucky to get fifty cents worth of grub back •••
Half of the men went in the hole from fishing. In order
to bring in anything at all they had to :follow the work.
They were half the time gone. Often we would never see
them for months on end, especially when the lumber1roods
opened up. As I see it, the men were :forced to be 'Jackso:f-all-Trades1,doing a bit of this and a bit of that to
help keep their families above water. The only one who
got ahead was the old merchant, not 'cause he worked any
harder but 1 cause he was the most dishonest. Apart :from
stealing :from the p:>orer folk, the only way you got rich
was if a miracle happened, and nothing of that sort
happened in my lif'e time.
(A former midwife, born 1889)
From the above discussion we can see that many of the men who were
part-time far.mers and part-time fishermen were also forced to become
labourers.

They saw themselves as the breadwinners of their families

and thup searched out any employment they could find that could be exchanged at the merchant store for certain staples and perhaps a little
tobacco and a flask or two of 'the strong stuff' for the cold vTinter
months.

After the Fall harvest, they

somet~es

never returned

home

until Christmas, especially when the paper town o:f Corner Brook was
built in the early 1920 1 s.

Shortly after the New Year, they would be

gone again - the old man, married sons and boys as young as thirteen
years of age -

trapping,hunting moose and rabbit, or, if possible,

back to the lumberwoods 'Wltil Spring.

The single males, in particular,

did not stay around much at all, 9 going off to England during the
First World Har, to the nearby paper town, to the Northern Peninsula
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cutting pulp, and so .forth.

Wages were low,

10

labour di.f.ficult and

tools .few. O.ften,during heavy snow.falls and storms, the men \orere .forced
to remain inside the camps .for days on end.

Ha.ny gambled, promising

money not yet earned to their .fellow gamblers.

Taking all this into

consideration, it is not surprising that many o.f the men came out
o.f the lumber camp in the Spring with
back' .

1

nothing but the shirts on their

Then they would perhaps help out to prepare the .fields .for

planting and cut a little wood and start the cycle once more either .fish or to go o.f.f to work .for someone else, i.f any work was
available at all.

Heanwhile, back at the farm, in the households

owned and organized along patriarchal lines, the women of Stephenville spent their lives, of"t.ea.not sure where their male kin were at

any point in time and f"earing all the while that they would return with
no .fish and no money f"or the merchant.

This .fear o.f being in

1

the red 1

pressured them to work doubly hard themselves, inside and outside their
homes.

Indeed,

as we shall see below, their domestic labour of"ten

meant the di.f.ference between having enough to eat and warm clothes to
wear and total destitution.

You were born to \fOrk and tend on the men and you lived with
it. Work was your story and so you bit your lip, tied your
sho·e laces and got on with it. We women had what it took to
make a good .frame. Sometimes I wonder, as I sit here getting
old, how I conquered it all.
(:t·iother o.f ten children,
born 1898)

Domestic Labour
The New.foundland Census o.f 1901 recorded that only one Stephenville
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woman was gainfully occupied, that being the school teacher who came
to the village from the East Coast of the Island and who boarded with
one of the local families. ll

Her salary was around twenty dollars a

month, supposedly paid by the government - but more often the people
themselves got together and paid her whatever they could afford in
exchange for teaching their children at the one-room school theY had
built in the late 1800 1 s·.

No women were othenrise 'occupied', except

the midwife who rarely received money for her service.

About 1906

one woman was finally hired by the government of the Colony to work as
apprentice to the priest in order to learn to run the post office.
(This woman and the former midwife describe their life experiences
in a later section).
Rarely was a Stephenville woman permitted to leave her community
in search of migrant labour.

The older women remember only two such

cases before 1925, both women from households that were in dire
straits and could no longer afford to keep their eldest daughters when
younger sisters were old enough to replace them in the fields and inside the house.

After this period and until the Depression a few

more single girls were allowed to go to Corner Brook and work as domestics.

But they were few indeed.

All other women were seen as 'home-

makers 1 , that is, women doing houset-Tork in their own home, without
salary or wage, and having no other employment. 12 This societal
definition of Stephenville women included all single women keeping
house for fathers

OD

other male kin, for example,paternal aunts who did

not marry (spinsters), single mothers living within their fathers'
household, re-adopted daughters who were widowed, and so forth -
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in addition, of course, to the married women.

About two-thirds of

the village women were married and living with their husbands, either
within the man's father's house or in their own dwelling nearby.
There were eight widowed vTomen and all others - about twenty-:five per
cent o:f the women - were 11nroarried and generally still lived within
their father's house. lJ

As we shall see later in this chapter, this

typical household pattern changed significantly during the Depression
of the 1930's.

But prior to the Depression most women who were not

married worked for their fathers and mothers in their house of birth or
at their uncle's house nearby.
and separation were unknown. l4

Moreover, until around 1940 divorce
Yet, though not all Stephenville 'tvomen

were able to marry (:for reasons I discuss in the :following section
concerning sexuality and marriage), work- both inside the household
and on the :family farm -

was the common experience o:f all.

Freedom :for

females usually ended at as early an age as eight or nine. Most never
went beyond their second book in school and even by the time of the beginning of the Second World War nearly half the women could not read or

write. As one woman put it, 'by the time you were up to your mother' s
apron pocket, you were ready :for hard work.'

The daughters were taken

from school and put to work on the discretion of their mothers and other
female relatives living at home, usually depending on whether more
labour was needed.

This was especially so when the boys and men were

away rat the :fish r or on some wage job.
watching the adult women at work -

Host things were learned through

whether the chore be making bread,

cutting fire wood, shearing sheep, spinning, carding wool, preserving
fruits and vegetables and so forth.

Most women remember making their

first batch o£ bread at age eight or nine, with their mothers watching them out a£ the corner of their eye while changing the baby's

diaper or cooking the evening meal.

You were li~ an apprentice or little helper to your mother.
You lived and you learned. Mother said it was all good
practice for when you got married and had babies o£ your
own. I remember that I couldn't reach the kitchen sink unless I stood on a chair when I first did the supper dishes.
Especially during the heavy planting season when mother
and my aunts and grandma were out from dawn to dark working
the ground, me and my other sisters used to run things in
the house. We made butter by hand, cooked all the meals,
baked biscuits and molasses buns for the children, hauled
water from the pond, and washed the clothes on the scrubbing board out back. The young and old women worked together. The same thing happened to every woman. Everyone
worked themselves to the bone.
(Spinster, born 1910)
Stephenville women were not isolated housewives living in private
family units with their biological children.

It was true that the

merchant's wife was free from hard labour in the fields and even inside her home because she could get what she needed from her husband's
store and hire a young girl to do her Spring cleaning and so forth.
But the majority a£ women had no choice in the matter, and unless
everyone together helped out at the various tasks that subsistence
agriculture involved, the extended family went without food, clothing
and emotional support as well.

Generally, i£ at all possible, the men

or boys who were working around the village would try and get back
home to till the soil by oxen and plow in the early Spring.

Then the

women took over, planting seeds, weeding, fixing up their strawberry
patches, pruning fruit trees, doctoring the new calves, lambs and
heifers, putting the a.niinaJ.s , out to pasture, gathering drift wood with
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the children at the shore, thus essentially, keeping the whole farm
going by themselves until hay time when the men again came around to
help out.

In addition, the women and children gathered wild fruits

and berries -- raspberries, blueberries, bakeapples and so forth, which
were bottled or canned in the evening after the outside work was done.
Apart from this form of domestic labour in the fields and gardens,
the women were also expected to do their share in keeping the School
scrubbed and dusted, as well as the Church at the Front Road.

Each

family had a specified time to do these tasks, usually about four or
five times a year.

It was expected that for the Fall Harvest and the

Garden Party of the year, each extended family would contribute to the
Church their best agricultural products and possibly a lamb, eggs,
butter, preserves and so forth.

All this was seen as a duty to God

and the Church which went towards the upkeep of the priest and his
household, along with the Church dues, pew fees, and the ten dollars
each couple had to pay for their marriage.
Inside the household, there was a constant flow of persons coming
and going; some went to fish, or to the lumber camp, others to the woods
to hunt moose or snare rabbit; a new daughter-in-law and her baby
stayed while her own home was under construction or a grandchild who
needed a place to sleep because o£ cramped quarters at home, and the
like.

It was after the kids were in bed, the crowd of men fed and the

dishes washed for the fourth or fifth time that day, that the women took
out their looms and spinning wheels to begin their other activities,
such as making clothing or quilts, long after everybody else's day was
done.

The traditional household, then, apart from the important

function of maintaining the labour force, was also the center o£ craft
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production for home-use.

Nearly all the girls from ten or so up

could weave, spin yarn, knit and darn nearly anything they could
think of making.

Especially in the winter months when the men and

boys were moose hunting or in the lumberwoods, the extended family
of women would congregate together .at the main house and have their
spinning and matting bees or

1

frolics' •

We made it all. We 1 s soften up old brinbags and sew up diapers
for the child's behind. I recall that I was no more than twelve
when I was at the loom. Stephenville had some marvelous spinners. One or two would be at the wheel, another few at looms,
some more carding and knitting. We also had a sewing machine
with the pedal on the floor. It came from Halifax, I believe.
We sewed dresses, all the men's shirts and flannels and even
quilts. We would rip out a worn-out pair of trousers for a
pattern. It was rough but warm, and served the purpose well.
You couldn't buy stuff like that anyhow, 'cause the merchant
didn't carry it - and besides, who could afford fancy duds? The
only thing we bought from a trader who came around Stephenville
once in a blue moon were suits of clothes for the men and an odd
pair of shoes for the youngsters. It was really too bad that we
couldn't sell some of the things. We did lovely crochet and
needle work and knitted sweaters like you never see the like
today. The only time the merchant would trade your homemade
goods for some staple or other was when your family was in the
red, say when the fishing was bad or when the Depression came.
So what we didn 1 t use ourselves we gave away, mostly to the
Church for the altar or to the priest for his rectory.
(Widow woman, born 1910)
The labouring women o£ Stephenville were hard workers, performing
an extremely wide, and usually ardous, array of chores.

We have seen

that they were the main producers of much of the food consumed and
nearly all of the other family necessities as well.
things made in this way cannot be overemphasized.

The use value of the
These women were

hardly the 'weak things' described by upper class St. John's society
at this time as 'natural' women.

Nevertheless, the popular myth has

it that prior to the time Stephenville 'took-off' or 'developed' with
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the onset of WWII, all labouring men and women were partners -- with
husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles and even
grandpa and grandma working hand-in-hand to keep everything together.
Hence it is further assumed, that though the men were the real workers that is, the breadwinners - of the family, their women were equals,
doing their own share at home and around the farm.
As in all cultures women had to traditionally serve on men.
Stephenville is in :fact just one clear example of this situation the
world over.

It was not mere chance that above all else the most im-

mediate tas.k that these women were expected to do was to be always
ready and willing to serve men.

There was no way that they were exempt

from this duty, seen as the fundamental part o;f their duties as a wife
and daughter, no less important that bearing children.

In her last

moments before she gave up her own name to take that o£ her husband
she had to vow to 'love, cherish and obey' her husband until 'death
do us part•.

There is this ideology of partnership here which does

not stand up to reality.

Women's own memorres show something dif:ferent.

E.'ven when a woman was up to her elbows in the dough pan making her
daily batch of bread (perhaps with the baby crying blue murder :for
its milk), when the men came in from 'work' she was immediately
expected to drop everything and rush to their beck and call.

It

hardly mattered whether she was wife, daughter or another female
relative.

The more servants to do the tending and to order about

in your house the better.

Men, it vas believed (and it was preached

over the a1tar every other Sunday)

did not serve on anyone, not
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even themselves.

My £ather was aw~ strict ~th the girls. I cried my heart
out more than once having to stay home from a wedding or garden party to look after the house and the little ones. Here
in Stephenville not too darn many women were allowed to go
~here farther than Church on Sundays.
You couldn't go out
to work even if you could find a job that brought in a killing.
Father used to say, 'my dear lassy, I can give you work enough
here to last you your lifetime.' Don't you worry, we had no
time to run about. The women got the last of everything food, clothes, sleep, everything you can think of. How many
times did I fight back the tears ••• You'd be starved by the
time you got around to finally sitting at the supper table
after tending on the bunch of them and not a blooming bit of
meat was left on the plate.
(Housewife, born 1903)

The question we are left with is why did women do this 'dirty work'?
Why did they not just get up and leave so they could avoid this constant tending on men?

Or, why at least did they not fight back some-

how, perhaps £ace the men head on and insist that as hard workers they
deserved an equal share of the food as vell as time off to put their
feet up?

I have already hinted at some reasons why this was not

possible for women, why they continued to 'run themselves ragget•.
Now I will look at the reproductive role of these rural women to
further shed light on this puzzle.

Sexuality and

Y~riage

Fundamental to the beliefs o£ the Stephenville French-Catholic
community was that women should be 'protected' by a man -

either a

father, husband, a male relative or else the local priest (as was the
case for any nun who entered into spiritual marriage in the Church.)
Narriage, consecrated by the Church and God, was upheld as the highest
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goal for any woman, short of entering the Convent.

Since no labouring

families prior to WWII had enough money to think about sending a
daughter away to St. John's, even this option was closed to Stephenville women.

Under some circumstances, marriage can be seen and under-

stood as a loving exchange between husband and wife.

But in Stephen-

ville, judging £rom what the women say about their own personal experiences, there was no such thing as a joyfUl egalitarian marriage.
Instead, an ideology of feminine passionlessness prevailed.

In essence,

'good women' were understood to be asexual and virtuous, who suffered
through the sex act without moving a muscle.

Enjoying sex was a vice.

It was just another form o£ labour expected of married females, along
with domestic work, in exchange £or economic support £rom men.

In most

cases, then, we can safely assume that if and when a woman found a man
to join with him and set up house, they did so not for love but for
1

nercenary' reasons.
Underneath all this were misogynist assumptions about how women

should produce children, about female sexuality, and about the reproduction of the labour force on a day•to-day basis.

In spite of the very

powerfUl social belie£ that motherhood was an integral part of female
existence, any woman who begot a child outside of marriage was nevertheless ostracized.

She was a 'bad' woman, only to be forgiven after

marriage to a Catholic boy who gave the

1

bastard 1 child a 'good' name.

In a society in which motherhood within the institution of partiarchal
marriage was for most women the only realistic alternative to remaining
trapped in a lifetime service to .father and male kin, we can imagine
how powerful this ideology o.f virtuous motherhood was.
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Women were told that 'once you find some man to take you to
be his wife, you made your bed and now you lay in it.• Well,
let me tell you this much, the women from here didn't have
any soft beds to choose from. As a girl you were never allowed
out o:f your parents sight. Sex and when you had your period, meant
you were dirty and evil. We were all the time kept ignorant
believing just what the priest and our old man said. We weren't
even allowed to have our ankles showing and had to cover our
heads :for respect, like the Virgin Nary. You had to stay
locked away when you was bleeding or expecting. But there were
things going on that weren't so very good. Like incest, :for
one thing. Hore than one young girl got nabbed that way. I
think the men and the priest didn 1 t want the women to talk nor
have a chance to escape it all 'cause they'd be left high and
dry with no women to do their dirty work.
(Housewife, born 1900)

I:f a woman cannot plan when and how often she will have children,
she has, in actual fact, little control over her life.

#omen in rural

Stephenville during this period had virtually no way to disassociate
pregnancy from sexuality.

Unexpected pregnancy was a constant worry

:for both married as well as non-married women.

From the point of

view o:f the community, if' a woman was single and pregnant, she had to
be socially condemned and to be made a disgrace o:f before the altar
on every Sunday be:fore her illegitimate child was born.
knew her and knew about her 'evil ways'.

Everybody

If her lover was a Catholic

boy and was willing to marry her (and her father was willing to let
her go with him to his own community) then there was a chance :for her
to get to heaven, but only if' she served her husband '\vell and bore a
large family, as many 'as the Lord ordained 1 •

On the other hand, if

her lover was a non-Catholic, perhaps a fellow she met through her
brothers or at the Fall Harvest for a brief period of time, then even if she wanted to marry him -

it was virtually impossible.

Nixed
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marriages were unheard o:f at this point in time.
nant woman was trapped :for life.

Thus, the preg-

By the time she reached twenty-

five and was net yet married, she might as well 'hang up her hat•,
especially i:f she was already a biological mother.

At best she

would be seen as a stranger, with streaks of evilness lurking within.

When old and gray and still serving male tin, she might be

simply called a 'spinster', or an old maid.
Stephenville women were caught in a vicious circle of contradictions.

Due to the :fact that marriage was economically crucial to

a female i:f she was to gain social status as a woman, and also because
it was so difficult to ever meet a fellow because she was tied to the
house, she was forced to try her best to seek out a likeable partner at a time when there was no e:f:fective birth control.

Nor was abortion

as a medically safe procedure for terminating an unexpected pregnancy
available.

This situation ultimately put most single women in very

vulnerable positions in relation to the other sex.

Sometimes my brothers would come back home with a bunch o:f
lumberjaCks they met in the woods and have a lot to drink
and brag about. When a fellow comes out o;f the lumber\..roods
after living in bunk houses with perhaps :five hundred to a
thousand men:. and blackarding and gambli.n g their spare time
away, you can well imagine the state their minds and body was
in when we laid eyes on them. All they wanted to do is drink
and party and have someone to run after them. And, imagine,
they were about the only fellows you had to choose :from for
a husband. A girl had to be real care.ful, 1 cause once she
got in trouble, her life was done for.
(Spinster, born 1910)
One can just imagine the trauma of a young girl in finding herself
pregnant at sixteen, with an extremely strict :father to deal with

and the priest to face when she started to show.

There was commu-

nity pressure for the father of the child to marry the young girl,
but if he chose to pay her a monthly fee of ten.. dollars instead,
there was no further pressure applied.

Fellows used to say "if you don't give in to me I'll leave
you 'cause there's lots more of your kind dying to grab hold
to a husband around here. u These fellows were just out for
themselves and a bit of £un. Well, it wasn't much to laugh
about being left in trouble with a bad name and a bastard
child on the way. Sometimes the fellow would sincerely
promise to marry you if you let him get close and then, after
he had his bit, he'd clear out to the woods or God knows
where. They were always trying to corner you.
(H:>usewif'e, born 1903)

Some women caught in such circumstances would try drastic and
occassionally fatal measures.

Yes, I sometimes heard tell of some girls taking stomach salts
or jumping .from the lo.ft and things like that. Poor things,
they di.dn 1 t have it very easy. I heard talk of one who took
the scissors to herself'. It's no wonder, 'cause back in those
times you got punished some bad for your misdeed. You had to
go up to the front of the altar at Sunday mass and do penance
be.fore the entire congregation. You were an utter disgrace
and your poor child a.fter all that had to suffer. For without
a real father, it had to go without being baptized, and
the govermnent would make note in the books that it was not
normal, and .for the rest of its days it was labelled. For
sure, this wasn't right. I think that the Church and most of
the old men were too strict with the womenfolk.
~adwi.fe, born 1889)

Higrant Labour
For a Stephenville girl who managed to get away from the distressing situation described above by taking wage work in Corner Brook
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after 1924 and until the Depression, new contradictions had to be
f'aced.

lv1arried women were not known to ' go out to work' •

A mi-

grant girl in the paper town, unless she had an older sister there
(quite unlikely since most :families were lucky to do without even
one daughter's labour and could hardly
:for two) had to make it alone.

~.Ji thout

p~

the expensive train ticket

the support system of mother,

female kin, and the local midwi.fe, she was in a similar situation as
a single \..roman marrying into her husband's :family, that is, amidst
strangers and usually put down because she was from Stephenville.
Added to this predicament, she had to :face the extra burden of' living
and labouring in a middle class household.

For at least marriage gave

her a chance to achieve social status and dignity as a respectable
mother.

But as a migrant girl in a :foreign town without an education

and kin support, a girl took what was available f'or her kind:

most

of'ten private service, at two to f'our dollars a month, hotel work or
restaurant serving, work as bar maid or waitress and,if' in destitution,
prostitution. Women had only their domestic skills which they had
acquired on their :family f'arm while growing-up, skills that were vital
to survival. back home.
very much.

But in the town their labour didn 1 t bring in

It was the lowest paid of' all work.

While

her

brothers

were getting on the average $2.50 a day :for a cord of' wood cut (though
not taking home all this after one subtracts sixty cents a day f'or
board, the alcohol, gambling, travel, and .fifty cents a month :for a
doctor's :fee), the sister who managed to escape her .father's 'nest•,receive
the

same

amount :for an entire month.

Basically

she could not

survive as an ..independent· woman. ·14sXriage . was her only way out.

She
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essentially · was torn between two worlds, both o:f which meant subordination and poverty, still rooted in a society constructed on class
inequality and held in place by the old :force o:f male authority.
These girls, like their counterparts kept grounded back in Stephenville, had no birth control and usually no knot-rledge o:f even how they
could get pregnant.
Now, me, I had my :first child when I t·Tas seventeen. I wasn't
married, you know. Hy little child, she only lived a month
and two days. It was probably the best :for both o£ us. But
she was so sweet. Now I wanted to marry that :fellow. I met
him at the train station on my way to Corner Brook and took
him home to meet :father after I :found out the news o:f my expecting. I was scared to death, ~cause he was a black Protestant. Father went wild. Said he was going to kill him and
a:fter he took o££, I got the strap :for my sin. It was a mortal sin, my dear, the blackest one o£ all. There \vas no
going back to the paper town to act as a maid again. Even
a:fter the little girl died o:f measles, he kept me back saying
I was going to come to no good.
(Single mother, born 1916)

For those women who married
population before the Depression

about two-thirds o:f the :female
:further paradoxes had to be faced.

Although they could at least put aside their childlike dependency on
their :fathers and also enjoy having children without social disgrace,
the insensitivity o:f husbands and male kin was o:ften astonishing.

Nearly every married woman had grown up in a nearby community or in
and around Corner Brook and was brought to her husband's home at
marriage.

In the eyes o:f the new :family, and especially o:f the non-

married sons, she was evaluated according to certain characteristics:
the size o:f her breasts,the shape o:f her thighs, the color o:f her hair,
her :fairness, her shyness and ease at blushing at dirty jokes, and so
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£orth.

For the older £olk and the local priest, she measured up by

her hard labour over the stove and in the £ields, her promptness at
serving her husband, and her brood o£ hardy children.

I£, £or ex-

ample, she was not pregnant within. the £irst year o:f marriage, everyone thought she was really 'sick' or not pleasing her husband.
they would ask her, point

blank,

.And

what was the matter with her.

That

a woman might, £or example, not be getting proper diet necessary :for
full £ertility was never considered.

Her personal health was £ar less

important a matter than having a son to pass the house and land on to,
and a crol.rd more to help out at the £ishing or go hunting w±th.

That

women were overburdened, with some even driving themselves to an early
grave by repeated pregnancies, was supposedly not a man's concern.

t·le

must remember that in Stephenville during this period prior to the
1940's

it was virtually impossible to get the service o£ a doctor. 15

One doctor, Adams, came periodically to look people over in case of an
epidemic or i£ requested by the merchant's wi£e.

The closest other

doctor was in Corner Brook where the Company owned a hospital.

But the

distance was over seventy miles by train, the .fare high, and, with no
medicare, more money had to be paid to the medical staf:f there.

Con-

sequently, £ew women le:ft home and usually put up with whatever the
midwi£e could not £ind remeQies £or. O.f course, the dependency o:f these
rural women on male doctors would perhaps have been a mixed blessing,
not least because it would have undermined the guidance and intimacy
o£.fered to them by village midwives, but the £act nevertheless remains
that maternal and in:fant mortality was extremely high, especially with
the onset o.f the Depression. 16
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We usen't to bother with the company doctor. I could never
get through the telegraph when there was real trouble brooding aqyway. I first learned to doctor women by going about
with my aunt who was widowed. You know, I saw a lot of sickness in my time and often only had my prayers as my guide.
Yet, still and all, even though I didn't have fancy instruments for plucking babies from their mothers nor drugs for
when women felt low, I sometimes think that my homemade
remedies for things like yellow jaundice and measles was real
good medicine. I would go and get some caraway seeds or some
roots and steep them into a brew. For my mothers that were
lying-in I would use yellow root as a drink to get rid of
afterbirth. Sometimes I also used boiled juniper or senna
tea. My only real law was to confine the mothers for ten
days to the bed. Poor souls, it was their only true holiday,
if you don't mind to call it that.
(M±dwife, born 1889)

This midwife told her new mothers of the few birth control methods she
in turn

had learned about from her aunt, but few of them were signif-

icantly successful.

A few had even heard of the rhythm method, but

found it nearly impossible to get their husbands to cooperate.

Hu.s-

bands wanted their wives pregnant and confined to the kitchen and
gardens so they didn't have to worry about their wife deserting them
while they were away at some migrant job.

Besides this, the women

were lacking the proper knowledge about their menstrual cycles.
Abstention became their only real option.

With husbands away in the

lumberwoods, overseas during the Second 1-lorld \var, or off to Canada or
the 'Boston StateJ, women could avoid sex and thus pregnancy to some

degree.

It was hardly a warm setting for the idealized harmonious

family life the bourgeois ideology of motherhood promoted.
explained why she felt no love for her husband:

One woman
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He was a stranger to me and the kids. He came home once a year,
long enough to put me in trouble again and then was gone again.
I had ten kids that way,all lumberjack babies. They never knew
him as anyone but 1 that man 1 •
Now he just sits or mopes around
the house getting under my feet until it 1 s time for him to drink
with the other men in the same boat.
(Housewife, born 1901)

Marriage and family were dif'ferent, yet intricately related
institutions of sexual oppression.

With few options to control preg-

nancy, while at the same time forced to deal with the strict moral
attitudes of the Church and their dependency on the merchant, biological and generational reproduction of the labour force was almost
always the burden of the women themselves.

Most older women noted

without hesitation that their husbands and sons had nothing to do with
the housework during their pregnancies, nor after the children were
born.

My male informants assumed unanimously that domestic work,

particularly the :rrequent child-bearing and rearing of o£fspring - in
addition, of course, to the 'right' to be served uponwork.

was women's

In a rural society such as stephenville during this period, the

triangular relationship between sexuality, politics and women's dependency on men was nearly impossible for women to break out of as long
as access to avenues of change -

via wagework, reliable birth control,

socialization of childcare and so on -

were not within reach.

I worked in the gardens, kept a few head of cattle, dried the
fish when it came in • • • I think if I had a dollar .for every
bun of bread I made in that old stove there I'd be a rich
woman today.
(Housewife, born 1911)
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Women's Private Culture
The tensions generated by such life-situations must have been
hard to bear at times.

somehow, rural. women did cope, many

Yet~

even regretting now the loss of some of the options they had before
their community was urbanized.
simple glori.fication of the

1

While this should not lead to a

good old days' of Newf'oundland out port

lii"e (this has been already done excessively by folklorists and
anthropologists) 17 , it is nevertheless extremely ~portant that we
take note o.f the hidden culture among rural women which in many
concrete ways gave them comfort in bearing their common burdens.
These women had a distinct way o.f looking at the world which
was woven from working together with kin and female friends in
their village.

:Hotherhood, domestic work, farm chores and depen-

dency on each other, helped them to for.m i"lexible, extended networks
of social relations --

a means, to some extent, through which they

were able to fight against the oppressive forces in their lives
as labouring women.

While most men saw the family as separate

from the world of work, a sort of haven to which they came back
.from time to time, their wives, daughters, and other female relatives did

nox

draw this distinction.

Instead, women viewed the

£amily and work as a continuous part of production, reproduction,
and consumption, as a part o.f the household
they exchanged things:

econo~

within which

goods, which they made after the kids were

in bed; food products that they gathered in the summer months; and
children when sickness or childbirth occurred.

These women had their

(80)
spinning, matting, and weaving £rolics.

They would get together at

each other's houses and spin a certain woman's yarn.

Or they would

perhaps all do a block or so on a quilt £or a newly married vroman.
During evenings, sitting around in someone's kitchen away £rom the men
and the kids £or awhile, they had a chance to talk about their problems, to comfort each other, or to give advice to a young mother.

At our matting bees we used to gripe about everything £rom the
old priest to the bloody merchant. I remember things being
said, like yarning about how the merchant would try and gyp
the common people. Once I recall telling the women about him
trying to get away with putting up the price on colored ribbon - :five cents a yard just around the time our kids were
making their First Communion.
We all got so mad that time
that we went to the store the next day and told him cleanclever of£. Another t~e I recall my sister telling us all
about her husband George. Whenever he took of£ his pants and
hung them on the back of their bed, she used to say, he'd
make her pregnant again. She was always poking :fun at him.
I can't say that I blamed her either, knowing well that he
was hal£ the time drunk and running around on her.
(Widowed woman, born 1898)

As mentioned above,an important

t~e

at which labouring women :from

Stephenville supported one another was at childbirth.

The local mid-

wi:fe was usually a widow woman who, without opportunity to get government or paid full-time work, found a means to support herself and her
children by assisting in deliveries.

One midwi:fe known to everyone

in the community as 'Auntie Elizabeth' had an old medical book she
often resorted to to help :find cures.
her when she was on call.

Her girls would take over :for

She had her own babies when her husband was

alive and thus had :first-hand experience ,.,ith the pains and pleasures
involved in childbirth.

Her folk knovrledge was always available, and
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though she of£ically charged a fee o£ ten dollars for her services
during the 'lying-in' period, often she was
of wool or a piece of material.

r~erated·with

a pound

Farm products, such as butter, eggs

or vegetables were also used instead of cash.

And many midwives gave

their time and nursing freely.

They plucked teeth, mended .broken

limbs, nursed colds and so on.

During the ten days or so that

mothers were confined to bed at the birth of their children, midwives perhaps with the aid of a helper and female relatives -

also did the

washing up and cleaning and took care of" the other children.
From all this we can, I think, conclude that in both the productive and reproductive areas o£ these women's lives, the options were
£ull o£ contradictions.

Enjoyment as well as frustration character-

ized the many kinds of work expected of their sex.

Little pleasures,

like seeing the first plants break the soil in the early summer (even
when one's back was aching) or being able to give their daughters a
quilt made by their own hard work .£or her wedding,were concrete satisfactions. There was also the possibility of seeking out a neighbouring
woman or a relative £or a chat, to cuddle the children who floated in
and out of everyone's houses, and the chance to talk to the older
folks.

We should note that many o£ these things were not options

available to the merchant's wife, for example, nor were they there
for the generation o£ Stephenville women who reached adulthood after
1940.
In the final section o£ this chapter, I attempt to briefly look
at the situation of stephenville women during the years between 1930
the Great Depression -

and 1941, when their village was taken over
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by the American military for war operations.

During this time one

can perhaps speak of Stephenville women as a reserve army of reproductive labour, to be drawn on during economic crisis.

The New-

foundland government and the Company at Corner Brook, severely cutting back their own share of responsibility for the reproduction
of the labour force, left it up to Stephenville women back home on
the farm to do the basic necessities vital to family subsistence and
communtiy maintenance.
~droves'

as the

Thus husbands and sons alike came home in

Dirty Thirties

set in.

For the women this demanded

that the kettle always be on to boil, that fresh bread be always baked,
and that .five or more square meals be served up to the unemployed in
the run of a day.

Moreover, it demanded an awful lot of patience on

the part of these women to do their housework and tend to their outdoor
chores with in the words o.f one of them., 1 a bunch of helpless males under your £ eet.

1

The Depression and the Burdens o£ Reproductive \fork
Economdc and Social Conditions

The Stephenville male population had always been known to expand
and contract depending on the season o£ the year, on bow far away the
men had •to .follow the work' and, o.f course, on how often such wage
labour was available.

Throughout the period £rom around 1921 to the

late 1920's both married and single men had increasingly given up
salmon and herring .fishing .for a living and decided to be full-time
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J.abourers.

This was not always possibJ.e, for the woods operations,

even when the nearby paper town of Corner Brook was booming, needed
lumberjacks only during certain months.
men did when not :in the lumberwoods,

NevertheJ.ess, whatever eJ.se the

they usual.J.y were not fishing.

l1any were stilJ. involved i.n hay making and cutting .firewood during

these 'sJ.ack' months.

Others went moose hunting or snaring rabbits.

GeneraJ.ly, though, the things they did

do

when not in -the lumeerwoods

were understood to be odd jobs, secondary to their profession as lumberjacks.
Hence, considering the .financial and psychological dependency of'
stephenville mal.es of this .form o.f wage J.abour, one can just imagine
their desperate state when woods work was curtailed after 1931.

In

the area where these men worked, cutting no less than 50,000 cords
of wood in 1931, no cutting took place in the .following year.

UnabJ.e

to find work, these StephenvilJ.e feJ.lows were now deprived of all hope
o£ earning a J.ivelihood .for themseJ.ves and their .families. 18 Host
had long since given up .fishing and soJ.d their gear and boats.
doubt they were not the only ones.

No

With a large part o£ the rest of

the men .from Newfoundland depending on the .fisheries, whose returns
were far beJ.ow normal. due to economic crisis, it was impossible for
most breadwinners to bring home any cash at all.

Thus, Stephenville

men were not alone in going to the welfare officer to get the 'dole',
a mere six cents a day per person at this period.

That was one dollar
and eighty cents a month to buy staples from the merchant's store. 19
In urban places such as St. John's and Corner Brook, this was an im-

_possibJ.y low .figure.

In these areas, things got so bad, in .fact, that

as the Depression worsened, riots broke out and people were unwilling
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to be sent home without food to feed their children.

The govern-

ment had been unable to even pay the interest on its loans.
to all this was the problem of' immigration.

Added

Significant numbers of'

Newfoundlanders were returning home, as were the lumberjacks, unable
to pay board and find work outside their home communities.

The rate

of' in-migration was so large throughout the 1930's that,despite the
higher infant, maternal and general death rates of' the population,
the census figures for the years under discussion here showed an in-

.
crease 1n

.. .. , t.1on. 20

pop~a

When the Commission Government was

finally set up in 1933, the

problems stemming from poverty and 1memployment were so acute in many
areas of' the Colony that the health of the people was 1mdermined.
Epidemics, especially tuberculosis, 21 measles, whooping cough and
other contagious diseases were known throughout both city and outport.
Stephenville was _not spared either.
Yet, for reasons which I shall now discuss,the families from
Stephenville were relatively better of'f than families elsewhere. Although they did not have a doctor to call up when a child was sick or
some old person had come down with a bad case of' pneumonia, the death
rate in their village during the Depression was considerably lower
than in St. John's or in any of' the other urban areas at the time.

Even the

~~lfare

Officer noted the difference and outrightly refused

to hand over the dole to many of' the married and single

me~

they apparently had enough 'food on their tables at home'.
an element of' truth in this statement.

because
There was

Though by no means a reason to

withhold the meager handout, :it was true, according to my :female in-
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formants, that things were not as bad in Stephenville as in the
paper town.

For one thing was sure, the people here were not ill-.fed nor
ill-clothed. I stayed on in the nrlll totm until the Depression
was hitting home. Then I came back home to help my mother ou.t.
The boys and men were back .from the lumber camps twiddling
their thumbs. Even big .families came back on their mothers
and womenfolk •cause it was nearly impossible to avoid starving to death in the bigger places. At least here we could
plant our food and gather enough berries for everybody. Then
there were hens laying lovely eggs .for breakfast and lots o£
milk .from the cows. No, we didn't get through the hard times
on salt .fish alone. Nind you, we worked like dogs with all
those fellows about and so many meals to serve up, but still we
got the most o£ them over the worst of it.
(Nigrant vroman, born 1916)

The Family Household and the Sexual Division of Labour
For Stephenville males during the Depression, social status via
their traditional means of work, that is, work in the lumberwoods
the .fishery, was no longer obtainable.

or in

If they would at least have

been able to continue to receive social assistance from the government
as heads of households, perhaps things £or them would have been a little
less degrading.
. and apart

But apart £rom the· .farm to provide subsistance to _a large

from - their vTomen providing clothing and even selling some

things (mitts and caps, undeT\..rear woven on the loom, eggs, stravrberries,

and so forth) , they only had each other for moral support.
made their own liquor.

~lliile

Hany of them

previously Saturday nights or the slack

season were the times men set aside £or parties, as the Depression
worsened and the chance o£ returning

to work diminished;. many males spent

E
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their waking hours in each others 1 homes talking about the days in
the lumber\.J"oods -· with a nip of brew to tie them over.

Around them

the women worked just as hard, if not harder, than before the Depression set in.

Even when a man had nothing else to do with his

time, it was still socially unacceptable for h±m to help with 'women's
work'

that is, child rearing, domestic work, working at the loom

or spinning wheel, garden labour, cooking and t-rashing dishes and so
forth.

No, that fellow was like a little school boy when it came to
doing things £or h±mself. Even if' he could have tended to
his needs and left me to do my work it wouldn't have been as
bad. But he was so helpless that I never once in all my days
saw him get his own cup of tea and slice of bread. For God's
sake, it might have given the whole bunch of them a way to
forget their troubles for a while if they would have lifted a
:finger around the house and garden. But, no, he and the boys
would sit there with a bunch more from around here and brag
about how many cords of wood they could cut or about the biggest moose they shot and drink and drink and drink. If' a
woman spoke as much as a cross word to them she was liable to
get a good crack back real quick. They couldn't hold their
liquor at all., some of them. For a while I thought I wouldn 1 t
be able to stand it any longer, but I wouldn't leave my kids
with a bunch of men. All my days I was nothing but an ordinary housewif'e and a slave. Every last one ot: us was in the
same boat.
(Rural housewife, born 1900)
tihat I am emphasizing here is that the Newfoundland family was not
built on consensus between husbands and wives.

The sexual division

of labour,even before the 1930's,was structured in such a way that
men came out on top.

Women's reproductive burdens, .from child bear-

ing and the socializing ot: the kids

to the domestic duties involved

in the running of' the household, 'to/ere not family decisions.

Hen
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lightly pushed aside these matters as 'women's concerns' while at the
same time expecting gastronomic, sexual and emotional satisfaction
when they felt the urge.
what

\ole

Host marital situations then, were hardly

might call equal parter ships, but rather consisted of the

subordination of one sex by the other.

\-lith more and more family

members returning home due to lay-offs and economic hardships elsewhere, these Stephenville women had more than their share of troubles.

The women weren't treated fair. We had them fellows spoiled
rotten, if you ask me. We worked just as hard as any men in
our lives : felting and tarring roo:fs., carrying pail after pail
o:f water :from Back-the-Pond, bringing home a sack o:f flour two
miles on our back over muddy cow paths. We had strong frames
and wrinkled hands, let me tell you, my dear. I worked as hard
as any woman around here, no more. We liked our children and
the :fresh air. But still in all, I know that none of us were
treated right. There was no real need :for my mother to have
worked hersel.f into an early grave, poor soul. I think a lot
of' it stemmed from our priest, 'cause he would let the men get
away with blue murder.
(housevri:fe, born 1899)
Again we might ask the question why these rural women continued to
serve their men, especially at a

when the usual reason for tend-

t~e

ing on them was no longer the case.

One would have thought that the

contradiction between :family ideology and the real sexual division of
labour discussed above could no longer be used to keep women in subservient positions in their community.

There is some evidence that the traditional family was indeed in troubJ
during this period in Stephenville.

For one thing, with no money to

bring to the merchant at all, except perhaps the dole stamp, the little
money women made from bartering homemade goods and fruits and vegeta-
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bles was

o~ten

a cause

o~

conflict among family members.

it was perhaps their only chance to get a

~ew

For men

nails to repair a barn

or start a new house and possibly an opportunity to get a plug
tobacco if some could be got.

o~

For women, on the other hand, it meant

a little something special for the Sunday meal · or for a treat for the youngsters.

The husband couldn't rightf'ul.ly say he had earned the money

and should thus be allowed to do with it as he pleased and, moreover,
tell his

wi~e

how things should be spent.

A serious contradiction

was threatening to break-up the supposedly harmonious family.

1--T.hat,

in my view, was happening in Stephenville at this point in time, was

that divisions within £amilies, due to poor male morale and continuing
female oppression, at a time when everyone was poor, could have led to
the undermining

o~

the important ideological £oundation of the family.

Women could have stood up to the men.

But neither the merchant nor

the priest, both dependent to a large extent on the labouring families
for ·their own personal gain:, uere willing to allow this to happen.

The Church as an Institution of Oporession
The priest in Stephenville had always been quite strict with
women.

For him, the

~emale

sex was the 'means of reproduction' as

well as the source of family, Church end community maintenance.

Thus

when Pope Pius XII came forward on New Year's Eve of 1930 to issue an
encyclical on the importance o£ Christian marriage and the sinfhlnes s
of female sexual relations outside of this institution, the priest
more than ever before sa-vr his duty as:

l.

Insisting that

l·Ii

ves and
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daughters continue to serve their men:folk; 2.
raise their children; 3.

Women continue to

Married women continue to keep the popu-

lation rate up, especially since the death rate was on the rise and;

4.

Single women stay labouring for their £amilies and do their duty

to the Church now that most outside supports (wages from males) had
vanished.

Certainly, there was an economic component in all this.

The population and sexual policies of the Catholic Church were flex~ble

and amazingly repressive. Yet they were limited to some extent as

well.

In 1934 the population of Stephenville was at an all-time high of
1926 persons. 22

Moreover, all were Catholic.

Thus, the priest did

not have to worry so much about population decline as he had to worry
about community and church upkeep.
money to pay dues

..nor

the

annuai

Heads of £amilies had neither
church

pe1.rs.

Through-

out these bleak years, the majority o£ the labouring families could
often not earn enough to meet their own wants, let alone have any
money for church collections or social £unctions.

Furthermore, few

men had the ready cash to pay the ten dollar fee for marriage, nor fathers the opportunity to give their daughter a proper wedding.

Above

all, neither single males nor females had much chance to meet other
young people but had to stay close to home to survive.

Considering

this, the priest could not gain economically from a local marriage.

There was no one in Stephenville £or a girl to marry. You take
it, before the tV'ar came, things were so bad that a girl couldn 1 t
get married unless she ended up marrying her first or second
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cousin. They were all really blood relations of the closest
kind. Fathers used to bar their daughters home after dark,
afraid they were going to mix their blood with a close kin.
But what were we all to do? Everyone was a streak of relations right through the village. The fellows got away with
a good time while the girls, if they got pregnant, were in
for it. The priest re£used to marry even third cousins. It
was high time for something to happen.
(Rural housewife, born 1913)

What eventually did happen is:
II

First, with the onset of World War

and Britain's war need for 1husky Newfoundland lumberjacks to

wield axes and saws for the Nether Country 1 , both married and single
men al:ike went overseas to cut timber in England.

Back home in Stephen-

ville, with a dwindling population and little chance of an economic
boom (it was not until 1941 that Stephenville was designated by the
Americans as a landing base for transatlantic £1ights),the priest began to permit close relative marriages.

There were only two hundred

and fi:fty persons remaining in the village a£ter 1939. 23
old and sick.

11any were

Some young girls packed their bags and went to Corner

Brook where the mill was gearing up again due to the war demand for
paper.

The women remember that the future looked awrully bleak at

this point in time.

On the last the priest had to give in. l-1any o:f the fathers had
gone overseas or back to the woods. Some of the fellows had
been having babies left and right outside o:f marriage anyway.

They wanted a little bit of security while overseas, someone
back home waiting £or them. The priest gave in some and
married a :few in that case. Some o:f them, no sooner had they
got married, but they were gone to work in England. Back
here in Stephenville there was a real tangle about who belonged to who. It was an awrul mixup. Yes, I say it was time
for something to happen when the .Americans came. Not that they
were much better, mind you. The women ended up with the dirty
end of the stick all the same.
(Rural housewife, born 1899)

{9l)
The main argument o:f this chapter is that the domestic labour
of" rural Stephenville women was v:i.tal to the maintenance and reproduction o:f the extended :family.

1

Women 1 s work' , plus the wage labour

o£ males was necessary :for the society to reproduce itsel£.

Yet,

contrary to what most theorists generally assume about the relations
between the sexes prior to industrial and urban development, I have
attempted to show here that women not only did more than fifty per
cent during certain times, but that they never had a break :from it
all, that even a:fter the day's labour, they had to turn around and

tend on the men and care :for the children.

In the :following chapter

I shall examine the ways Stephenville :families changed in response
to unexpected external. :forces.

As a result o£ the American and British

war needs, women's domestic labour underwent significant change.
Further developments occurred with Confederation in 1949 and the
emergence o£ the Welfare State.
productive role narrowed

As we shall now see, though women's

with consumer goods rePlacing much that

Stephenville women formerly did by hand -- the central labour, that
is, the production o£ the labour £orce itself, remained unchanged.

Chapter Four:

Women in Stephenville, l94l - 1980

The Changing Setting

In l94l the United States government selected the area around
'Back-the-Pond' as the site for an airforce base.

The Americans

needed Stephenville to serve as a stopover and refueling point for
trans-Atlantic flights, since it was ideally located between the United
States and Europe, and also because the area was virtually free of fog
year-round. 1
\{hen this relatively huge project was

initiated,m~

of the men

from the village had already once again found migrant jobs, after the
years of unemployment throughout the 1930's.
lumberjacks overseas.
berwoods.

Some had signed up as

Others had gone back to the Newfoundland lum-

Even a few single women from the village had migrated:

to

Corner Brook, to work in service, now that the paper town was again
providing employment after the slow years of the Depression.
}iarried women, however, continued, as it had always been the case,
to stay home on the farm with the older folks and the children.

Nany

of the single girls were left behind as well to keep things going while
the men were away "following the work 11 •

Isolation from the outside

world thus remained an essential characteristic of their existence, and
most women took for granted that, once again, members of their sex did
not go •out to work'.

Their station in life was to work but not to

bring in a wage or have money of their own.

All their labour conse-

quently centered around the household, the children and the men.

(9.3)

The announcement o:f the American 1 s arrival took these women and
their :families completely by surprise:

I :figured, things were going to go back to normal again after
the Depression. But they came here and :forced us out, just
like that. The :first time we heard anything about the ' change'
was one day when this government :fellow came to the house.
The whole crowd of us had been out picking berries on the bog
all day and when we came home he was there, knocking like mad
on the door. You should have seen him, my dear. All slickedup like he was going to a garden party or something. All the
rest, except :for Pop, were away at the wood. He asked to speak
to the man of the house, so we knew straight o:f:f that something
serious had come. He told us that, just like that, we were
supposed to pack up and move. Pop was some mad; :fit to be tied,
he was. It wasn't that we didn't have lots o:f problems already
withthe kids and trying to make ends meet. Pop argued with him
till he was blue in the face, but what could we do? The government was always deaf when it came to poor people saying how they
:felt. Looking back on it now, what I say is that if they had
made things any better it would have been fine. But I can't
say me or my family got a lot out o:f it.
(Housewife, born 1910)

Almost overnight the people o:f the village lost their :far.ms, property,
and rural \.fay of li:fe.

l-·'iost :families had :for three generations been

living off the land and :from the sea, with the men occasionally working in the woods and bringing in a wage.

Stephenville women had per-

formed the necessary labour involved in reproducing the labour :force on
a daily and generational basis for over eighty years.

Now, with the War

and the coming o:f the Americans, things were about to change in ways
that were completely :foreign to their usual way of looking at the world.
As the women point out themselves, the resulting changes in their lives
t-rere a mixed blessing.

They took everything in two lots. It was some sad, my dear.
I used to live in the most beautif'ul spot behind the pond. There
used to be this lake with lovely sea trout and just right for
swimming on hot days. There was something about the .fresh air
and homegrown stui'.f that was really good £or the bones. Anyway,
a.fter the Base came and we had to push o.f£, it wasn't the same
anymore. We still worked like horses in the house and had just
as many kids, i.f not more than our mothers. But there was no
time to go at the spinning wheel or get a crowd of' women over to
card your wool. They bulldozed most of' the houses, 'cause we
didn't even know where we wanted them moved. God only knows hm.-1
much got lef't by the wayside. The last family was the Gabreils 1 •
The old man put up some stink, but they upli.fted him all the same.
He died right away ai'ter that, leaving his woman with a whole
brood. Ten I think there was of' them. I can tell you this much,
the government didn't do anything to help out that poor widow -just turned the other cheek. The poor soul found a place near
the church a£ter that. She lived her days on ten dollars every
.few months 'till her oldest girl got big enough to stay home so
that she could go housekeeping £or the Americans.
(Housewii'e, born 1904)

Host of' the others f'rom Back-the-Pond resettled themselves in much the
same way as this widow, packing their belongings, children and their
memories and f'ind:ing a piece of' land (perhaps near the Church or School)
and starting all over again.

The other areas of' Stephenville also

underwent considerable change, not the least because o.f the influx of'
hundreds of' labourers, American servicemen, and single women :from all
over the Colony to serve in the mess halls.

The New Economic Base: Phase One
When the

1

Yanks • came to Stephenville, they promised to stay there

f'or "at least 99 years".

The land they occupied was leased f'rom the

Hother Country, then under Prime Hinister Churchill,

11

:freely and without
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considerations", that is, f'ree f'rom all rent, taxes, and so forth,
other than compensation f'or conf'iscated property. 2 This agreement
between the governments was quite in keeping with the usual way land
and resource rights had always been granted by the British and Newf'oundland states to industrial enterprises.

So the New£oundland

Commission o£ Government was more than pleased with this general turn
of' events, no doubt thinking about the large number o£ construction
jobs.

Perhaps it also had in mind the ''multiplier e££ect 1 , that is,

all those anticipated secondary jobs resulting f'rom direct employment
on the new Base.

Whatever its underlying motives, the project was

seen by the government as the most important development to ever come
to New£oundland.3
The older stephenville women remember that their :fathers and husbands received around a thousand dollars or so £or their entire farms and
their

various buildings.

"A pretty raw deal", as one woman put it.

The women, because they did not own property · or buildings, got nothing
at all out of' the sale.

They were merely told by government and hus-

bands to get ready f'or the move, "because the Americans want all civilians on the other side of' the rivertt.

This the women did and in l.ess

than a year their homes were transf'ormed into a construction site where
two large mess halls, a PX, warehouses, shops, barracks, of'f'ice f'acili-

ties, and eventually the naval-air station were constructed.

A guarded

bridge, locally known as the 'Booth', was set up over the small river
that henceforth separated the Base f'rom the settler· families.

On the

Base itself', living quarters consisted of' three barracks f'or the American servicemen, and three others f'or the Newfoundland males who had

migrated to the area for construction work.
there was a separate mess hall.

For each group of barracks

The Newfoundland men were then kept

quite separate from the Americans after the work shift was over,
supposedly because the native males had 'different• customs and habits that were diff'icult for the average .American worker to take.
The Commission of Government even allovred the American government c·o nsistently to pay the Ne1.rf'oundland labourer far less than his American
counterpart, the native males were presumably not used to large amounts
of cash.4

Therefore, a minimum rate of forty cents an hour for ala-

bourer was seen as 'real good money'.

To be sure, this indeed was

more than most Nevrfoundlanders had ever earned in their lives, but it
nevertheless constituted a clear case of discrimination.

Gradually the

Newfoundland Federation of Labour became vocal over this issue of wage
parity. 5

The men formed unions and fought for benefits such as pensions,

higher wages, better working conditions, and so forth.

Though still

having a lot to. learn from the typical unionized working class male in
Canada, 6 the local men were getting organized, learning trades, and becoming aware of class inequalities.

Thus, by the time the construction

phase was over, many of the Stephenville men (who had previously left
the lumberwoods for wage work on the Base) had developed a new level
of consciousness.

Though they still had to f'ollow the work from con-

struction site to construction site, at least they now had unions and
were thus in a better bargaining position all-round.

l'f.dgrant labour

they had always been used to, but 'labour rights' were something a
lumberjack had lmown nothing about before the War.
Who f'ed all these proletarian Newf'oundland males, washed their
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•

clothing, made their bunkbeds every morning and swept up a.f'ter them?
Who took care of their Junerican coWlterparts in the other three
barracks where

11

special." treatment was required?

The bedding was

changed every few days and not merely once a month; the floor was
polished and shined and not just s-vrept clear of the grime dragged in
by muddy boots; and the meals were laid out

1

just so', in order that

the American Gis would feel 'real comf'ortable 1 •

And, finally, who

took care of the day labourer who went home across the bridge every
evening a£ter the eight hour shift, expecting to find fresh bread, a
hardy meal., and a place to put up his tired feet?

1-/age Labour and Domestic Labour:

Continuity or Change?

As discussed in detail in chapter three, wage labour had never
been a realistic alternative for stephenville women.

In general, this

was true for most Newfoundland women up to 1,-/orld War II.

In all the

small outports which dotted the coastline north and south of Stephenville, labouring women had been restricted in much the same way, expected to labour in the gardens, rear the children and tend to the
various needs of the men, and often tending to the fish as well.

~.Jhen

the call for single women to work in the mess halls was issued throughout the village and surrounding areas, this seemed like a
lifetime opportunity to most young women.
were offering a girl

onc~in-a

For one thing, the wages they

about eight dollars a week -- had previously

been unheard o£.

Even domestic work (when it was available) was in no

way comparable with this new job opportunity.

For domestic service

had never paid more than f'our to six dollars a month.

H.oreover, work-

ing privately in service to some Corner Brook woman carried with it
the added disadvantage that a girl was £arced to live with her employer and, hence, had no

control over her workday.

Nor did she

have any voice in determining the range o£ her duties.
di££erent to some extent.

Now things were

For example, the work week was de£ined --

Nonday to Saturday, with every second weekend £ree.
1.-1ere known to a girl be£ore she began a job.

1Uso, 1..rork hours

Finally, living accon:.o-

dations were better to some extent, now that all the mess halls' workers
(except £or the local village girls) were together under one roo£.

Of

course, the Natron of the dormitory was pretty strict and hard to take
at times, but considering the other option of domestic work, the mess
hall job de£initely had many advantages.
The job market £or single women, and even married women ¥Tho could
somehow arrange private daycare, was relatively good during the war
years.

The Stephenville women remember that the .Americans were, in .fact,

crying out £or women

to take waitress work and cleaning jobs.

Yet, as I shaJ

to show later, the rather complex status o£ these women in the
labour £orce (both .from Stephenville itself' and £rom surrounding out-

ports) cannot be analysed by
women £ound work.

mere~y·

counting how

m~

single and married

It is important to realize here that the labour mar-

ket was still rigidly segregated along sex lines:

Women were never pro-

moted, rarely received pay increases, or were given an opportunity to
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learn trades, to unionize, and so forth.

As already noted,through the

Newfoundland Federation of Labour the average Newfoundland male working as a labourer on the Base during this period
of many o:f these options.
below those ' o:f their

male

~

able to avail

Horeover, women's wages vrere still :far
relatives_.

Under the dual conditions

o:f low wages and restrictive living conditions under the control o:f
matrons, it was virtually impossible .for these \-Tomen to survive .financially outside o£ marriage.

This becomes particularly clear when

we realize the added problems labouring women had to contend with, such
as sexual harass.ment, rape, lack o.f e.f:fective birth control and safe
abortion, and a loss of many of their :former :female supports as well.
In their ovm 1.o1ay the women remember these contradictions.

They came .from all over this part o:f the coast. ~Jomen from the
Northern Peninsula even came down here looking :for a chance to
earn a buck more than working domestic in the paper town. Some
worked like myself :for a while, in the mess hall serving the Gis
and Newfoundland boys. Some other non-married girls went to 1-rork
as barmaids in the NCO Club or the tavern. Some more ended up
minding and keeping house :for the big shot .Americans, like the
officers and majors. They had their :families brought all the "ray
:from the States. And the best looking girls got special pay :for
working in the o:f.fices, bookkeeping and typing. As you might
guess, we never even knew v1hat a typewriter looked like be.fore
the Har, so there was no worrying, the best jobs were not :for us.
The real truth o:f the matter was that most o:f the Newfoundland
girls :from around here, not being able to a:f:ford :fancy clothes
and make-up and that stu:f:f, and with strong Catholic upbringings

besides, were never able to get a hell of a lot more than work
at domestic chores. \Vhen all you ever did in your everyday life
was have kids and look out to them and do your garden and housework, then it's not surprising that everybody :figured that's all
you were made :for.
(Mess hall worker, born 1916)

(lOO)

Despite the relatively higher wages and the formal £reedom, after
many of' the rural women from the village and surrounding communi ties
had escaped from the restrictions of their father's houses, the new
economic opportunities which became available during the early 1940's
were not exactly 'revolutionary'.

In fact one might argue that these

women served as a reserve army of labour, drawn on during the war years
when many males were overseas, and the American government as well as
the Mother Country needed military bases and women to serve the men
who built and maintained these bases.
Single women working on the Base experienced sex-segregation on
the job market and a lack of opportunity to live independently.

For

married stephenville women whose children were in school, or who went
to work during the night as cleaning ladies or laundresses, for example,
the general outcome l-Tas the ·double shif't •

The gap bet\-reen women's

work in the home (increasingly seen. as women's 'private sphere') and
the wider public world of' v.rage labour in rural stephenville, at least
since 1900, had become increasingly rigid.
ticular married women, became

But no"t-r women, and in par-

to an even greater degree economically

dependent on males,while at the same time being forced to make ends
meet by taking part-time or piece work for very low wages and under
extremely poor conditions. 7 This vras generally the case f'or most tvidowed
and separated women, and both groups of women were beconing larger. 8
The other side of' this relegation of women to the private domain o£
housework and childcare was that these activities became idealized as
the primary occupatd.ons o£ married women.

In rural Stephenville most

women had considered themselves, in addition to mothers and wives,
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also as weavers and spinners, gardeners and berry pickers, nddwives
and medicine women, and so

~orth.

Now,however, they increasingly

sav1 themselves as "just housewivesu.

Hothers, 1.-1hether actually mar-

ried or not, and whether doing paid labour or not, had to bear the
brunt o£ childcaring and housework within isolated households.

It

was not mere coincidence, then, that domestic labour in the home no
longer was accorded the recognition of" real work.

Relatively £eltr

women in the village had the necessary land, tools, family network,
and time away from children and work inside the house to perform the
important productive activities they had formerly taken for granted.
In addition, many of" their domestic skills (which had been £undamenta1 to the survival of" the extended family in rural Stephenville)

diminished in importanc.e as cheaper consumer goods became more readily
available.

Perhaps the worst time for me was when the Base was in £ull swing
during the \<far. When I 't-Tas sixteen I lef't home at the Cape and
went to Spruce Brook to work f"or my uncle. I was after getting
pregnant and the old man said he couldn 1 t a££ord to keep me any
longer. I stayed on there :ror five years, never so much as getting a bloody cent f"or my work. Then I heard tell o~ the Base
in Stephenville and so I packed it all in and went to work in the
Mess Hall. I never had seen so many :f"ellows in all my born days.
You should have seen some of" the other girls. Poor things, so
young and still wet behind the ears. They didn't know f'ellovrs
lied so much, telling them that they was going to marry them
and take them back to the States, or some place or other in Newfoundland, if" they was native fellows. Being Catholic, and the
priest outrightly refusing to marry you to an .American or a Protestant, didn't help much either. Hovr many o~ them went home to
their mothers with a 1ittle one on the way! God only kno-v1s how
many o£ them got led astray. He, I met a half' decent f'ellow f'rom
Stephenville who was f"irst a lumberjack and then went on construction. Once you started having your family, there was no hear tell
o£ a married woman with young babies goi~ out to work fulltime.
(Hess Hall \vorker, born 1916)
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Stephenville women had never expected

a~ot

other ma.le kin '\vhen their society 1-1as rural.

of help from husbands or
But at least they had

the option to seek out support and a helping hand from female relatives in the same situation as themselves.

!Jow, \vith single vromen

drawn into the labour force and their female kin scattered about after
resettlement in 194l, their daily labour as wives and mothers became
more monotonous and far more isolating.

It was a mother's job to look after the babies and keep the food
on the table 1 there's no getting around that. And you had to
pretty well do it all on your own, 'cause your relatives were so
far away and you couldn't get a serving girl, no matter how hard
you tried. Can you believe it, my dear, but I had all my children, the ten of them, home, here in this very house without a
woman apart from the midwife, to help me out? Everyone in the
family v1as on some kind of schedule:
my husband started at seven
in the morning; the youngsters in school had to be sent off by
nine; and then the younger ones and the ne1.J" baby would start in.
The Lord must have been guiding me somehow. And those .Americans,
from what I heard tell, were a hard lot. They only vTere interested
in using the people for workers, and the women for a good time and
then they wouldn 1 t look at you after. They were all the time
'buttering up' the girls with cheap cigarettes and alcohol. There
was lots of chances to be mothers but not a hell of a lot of men
around interested in marrying a local girl. Eind you, being a
married woman had its trials as well.
(Housewife, born 1916)

In retrospect, then, for perhaps the first time in their lives,
some of the Stephenville women and their counterparts in surrounding
outport communities had a chance to earn a wage.

This paid labour was

generally a mere extension of their daily labour within the household
but a little money was,nevertheless, better than no money at all.

Still

it is rather obvious that this ne1v opportunity for wage t-Tork did not come
about because of a sudden social awareness of' '\·Tonen 1 s former inequal
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status on the market.

Instead, jobs were created for women because

cheap labour was needed during the War for the menial tasks involved
in maintainjng a transient group of single men.

And because women's

wages were so lO\f in comparison to that of men, Stephenville women had
hardly any ways to avoid dependency in marriage.

Sexuality and H.arriage
The American presence did little to change the age-old matrix
of practices linking marriage, the family, sexuality and procreation.
Most marriage arrangements in rural Stephenville had never been what
one might call

love partnerships.

As I have argued in chapter three,

the village women married because they wanted to escape their dependency
on male kin, and the only option open to them was marriage.
of"

1

romantic love 1 , then, was all but unheard of'.

So

The notion

was the under-

standing that sexuality could somehow be disassociated from motherhood.
Hhen the Base was built during the Har, hO\fever, the practices o:f
the -good Catholic girls
were gradually seen as

1

who f'ound work at the mess halls and clubs,
corny' and 'old-fashioned'.

The age-old ideology

of' f'emale virginity and asexual motherhood 1-1as no\-r called into question.
Instead of' going to Church every Sunday and every other evening £or
Prayers, male workers promised girls a good time uwith no strings
attached".
At this point in time both the .American and Newfoundland men living
in their separate barracks were transient workers.

The last thing on
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their minds was to establish stable family households.

But they were

lonely, and probably sick to death of working, eating and sleeping
in the same living quarters as other. men just like themselves. After

their shift was over and the evening meal eaten, there was little else
to do but gamble, drink, and try

to find a female companion.

This

peripheral workforce, divided along ethnic lines, competed for the
local l-Tomen, but refused to deal with the consequences of their actions.
One female informant put it like this :

The civilian fellows weren't a hell of a lot better than the Gis
when it came down to it, my dear. \mat we had was the Yanks
pulling on one arm and the local fellows pulling on the other,
fighting hand and f'ist over who o'med the local women. They
weren't so keen to fight over the hundreds of' little ones that
came out of' it all.
(Housewife, born 1925)
As this quotation reveals, the seamy side of the greater freedom
of choice for men was the emergence of new social and sexual problems
f'or \-Tomen.

Although rural Stephenville women had known illegitimacy,

desertion and spinsterhood, \ve must remember that the women unable to
enter into a

suitable

marriage at least had some protection within

their families and community.
it can be argued, became

However, after

institutionalized~

~rdii,

single motherhood,

The American government

certainly did not want its servicemen marrying local girls and settling
down in Ne,.rfol.mdland.

Horeover, many of the .American t-Torkers were

already married back home in the United States.
had to be entertained.
anst.rer.

But somehot·r

the men

Cheap cigarettes and liquor were partly the

The chance for the average guy to have a 1-roman £or a night or

the length of' his stay in the Colony was another way of satis.fying the men.
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Thus, condoms were handed out and the men were instructed to "watch
out f'or themselves".

The civilian '\rrorkers, as well, were often given

this method of birth control so that they could satisf'y sexual needs
without worrying about consequences.
The Census of

1945 shows that the illegitimacy rate,nevertheless,

jumped from a little over 27 percent at the end of' the Depression to
a high of' 53 percent during the Har.

And while the marriage rate in-

creased in many parts of the Island during this period, in the Stephenvil.le area it was not much higher than in previous years and throughout the 1930 1 s. 9

\fuat happened was that the

feminization of poverty

,.,as, in fact, becoming accepted as the nor.mal. state of' a.ff'airs.

Na.n:y

of' the local people were quite upset v..rith \-That vras happening to their
f'emale relatives and to the other migrant women who had come in search
of' work.

As yet there were no \.fel:fa.re payments f'or single women, ex-

cept f'or the meager ten dollars every two months allotted to widows t.rith
no other support.

The situation of these single 1-Tomen with illegitimate

children, of"ten unable to point to the child's father, Has an extremely complicated one -- for fathers of' the single mothers, for the local
priest, and for the Newfoundland and .Aoerican governments as well.
Yet no consideration was given to the idea that sone single mothers
might want to go back to work; might want to remain sexually active but
not mother again; and might not want to be dependents o:f men or the
State.
tion, as

Thus, rights such as daycare, ef'f'ective birth control and abor1o~ell

this point.

as equal pay for equal work, \vere not even side issues at
Uith the \far coming to a close, \-rith veterans returning
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home looking for work, and with the employment-generating construction phase at the Base over, reproductive .freedom for women would have
been disastrous.
Confederation in
mothers 1·Tho

11 got

Instead, the lun.erican government bet\veen vTHII and

1949 allotted special welfare bene.fits to those
taken .for a rideu, as one woman described it.

Host

girls who ended up pregnant were, in .fact, pressured to return home
to their outport communities or, as in the case o£ Stephenville single
mothers, to

-live in

vTith their .families.

Few women were needed in

the mess halls a.fter 1945, so even i.f those women who did have a chance
to have their children looked a.fter,
time 1-rork.
servants.

were

not able to .find :full-

Some found temporary 1rork as baby-sitters and come-by-day
Generally, though, both single and narried 1..romen were once

again no longer needed as cheap labourers.

It \vas much easier .for the

state to provide these vromen with some minimum wel.fare bene£i ts, .for
example a 'Baby Bonus' or a

1 11other'

s iUlovrance', than to provide jobs,

day-care, and to satisf'y other needs of" speci.fic importance to labouring women's lives.

Growth and Development:

Phase Tl-To

In 1949, Joey Small wood led Ne\-r:formdland into Confederation 1-rith
Canada, basing his political campaign on two interrelated issues:
employment (.for males) and the Baby Bonus (.for mothers).

full

It was some-

ho-vT assumed that if' both could be realized, Newf"ormdlanders would hencef'orth live in one o.f the most advanced societies in the \fest em world.

10
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A year later, the American government decided that, in contrast
to the other bases it had established during the war, the Harmon
Airforce Base at Stephenville would be developed and used as a tanker
center for aerial refUelling.

It was therefore assumed that the ex-

pansion of the existing facilities on the Base and in the village itself meant that the Americans were going to •stay for good this time'.
Hence the need :for two groups of wage labourers: a stratum of temporary
construction workers, similar to the group o:f Newfoundlanders hired
during the War and a more ·regularly -employed stratuml'h.is tvro-tier
system necessitated once again that women be hired to service the construction workers and, furthermore, that permanent workers be able to
marry, settle down in Stephenville, build houses, and .feel part of a
:family and comnunity a.fter their day's work.

Thus the need for house-

wives and mothers to maintain husbands and sons coomuting to the Base
to earn a \vage.
According to the older Stephenville 1-romen, within a :few years it
was impossible to recognize the place. All signs o:f rural life vrere
completely erased, replaced on the Base by rows of duplex :family units
to house the Americans, and in the village by cheaper apartment buildings constructed by local merchants. Stephenville became the fastest
growing to1m on the Island.
12,000.

By 1960 it had a population o:f nearly

The Catholic Church had done well, with a large school, re-

creational facilities, a new church, and various organizations

the

Legion, Knights o£ Columbus, St • .~e's Guild, and so :forth-- to
spread the Catholic message.

other denominations also became established.
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An Anglican Church was constructed and a public school built to ed-

ucate the 'non-Catholic' children.

On the Base a well-equipped pri-

vate hospital f'or the .American :families was constructed during the
1950's, while a small cottage hospital was built in the area f'or the
civilians.
ties

Private clubs, banquet halls and other middle class ameni-

were set up on the Harmon Complex, while in the service to"tom

public taverns, beer halls, pool rooms and dancing clubs eventually
sprang up.

Shops and banks were opened.

And, finally, in more and

more houses electricity lvas installed, as well as a modern water and
drainage system (and various taxes, of' course, levied in order to maintain these advantages of' town living).

The Working Class Housewife
other expectations of' the local people, however, remained unrealized.

:Host importantly perhaps was that of' the permanent jobs,since

most had gone to male workers f'rom elsewhere who had settled in
Stephenville with their f'amilies during the 1950's.

Hence, local males

who had worked brief'ly and sporadically on the Base and at construction work in their community, once again had to
of' capital 1

--

1

f'ollow the movement

to mainland Canada, to Labrador or wherever

could f'ind migrant labour.

else they

Horeover, the mess halls 't-Tere no'tv closed

and the f'ew service jobs in the town were taken up by the better skilled
women and men f'rom outside the province.
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Hy husband tried his hand at it all. He worked in the lumberwoods, tried fishing lobsters, and learned a trade on the Base.
But he never had much of: a chance to stay around. He worked
v-rith the Americans for a fe\·1 years but permanent jobs were as
scarce as hen's teeth for local fellows. Our bungalow was a
good three miles away from any relatives. I was alone with the
kids three parts ot: the time. The only time I really sat-r other
people was when I went to Church or grocery shopping. Some days
I recall not going outside the door except to hang the clothes
or put out the garbage. I 1 d be up by six or so in the morning
to warm the baby's bottle. Then I 1 d get the youngsters up for
school. I had seven in there al.l at once. If I had a dollar
for every bun of bread I made in my time, I'd be well off today. I vrent through a hundred pound bag of flour every vreek,
and that's not one word of a lie. Somet~es I had to use the
whole Baby Bonus to buy the week's groceries and let the kids go
to school with hand-me-downs. He had it rough enough.
(Housewife, born 1911)

Women 1 s domestic duties had indeed changed by 1960.

Consumer goods,

neatly packed on grocery store shelves and in the shopping centers
had replaced the homegrown vegetables and fresh milk 'straight from
the c01.v 1 •

lilicpensive restaurants, take-outs, catering services, and

so forth were available to deliver prepared food, fresh laundry, and
housekeeping services on request.

At the modern hospital on the Base

middle class women had the option to take prenatal classes, and they
were able to plan the size of their families. Jlnd to the 'respectable'
businessmen, shop otv.ners, and service personnel, many of the options

mentioned here were also available.

Association with the Americans

gave them a status nearly equal to that o£ the clergyman, the priest
11

or the officers. Unfortunately, t:or the isolated housewife, £or whom
the control of her .fertility was "si:n.f'uln and t-rho was responsible
for preventing her daughters

11

ev:i..l ways 11 , the

co~orts o:t:

modern liv-

(llO)
ing contributed to making her feel like an outsider even in her own
community.

\fuile she no longer had a garden out back and a chance

to get away .from the house long enough to gather berries and driftwood .for her stove, she still had her share of domestic labour, but
now she was alone, or at most \-tith her oldest daughter helping out
a:fter school in the evenings.

There were, of course, no communal

kitchens serving food to her youngsters, or daycare centers to give
her a break .from the kids, and restaurant, laundry, and similar s ervices were out of her reach in any case.

Instead, she bore a large

family, went v.:i.thout monthly prenatal checkups, and served three meals

a day.

In-between, she performed the various other reproductive la-

bours necessary to educate her children and gain the status of

1 good 1

working class house\vi.fe.

Women as '\-lards of the State'
For single women -- vlido"t-rs and women deserted, separated or
divoread
social

it was nearly impossible to survive on the government

. · assistance. Some found v.rork as part-time '"'aitresses, house-

keepers, and barmaids.
with prostitution.

others supplemented their welfare payments

For all of them it was a daily struggle to keep

their homes operating, their children clothed and fed and, finally,
to deal with the psychological consequences accompanying their battle
f:or survival.

•

(J..ll)
Hy marriage was a complete and utter diaster. I had three little
ones before he took off to Toronto. I shouldn't have married
him, but I hadn't a s-vteet clue at the time. Ny husband vras a
born alcoholic, I 1m convinced of it. His head was a little
strange. 'YJhen he lived here with me and the kids, you couldn 1 t
get him to change a diaper. He said it was 11 women 1 s uorku.
\~en he'd take to the bottle, he'd hit on the kids or myself -whoever crossed his path. I guess he vias half the time unempl.oyed and bored out o:f his mind. After he lef't, we had to go
on \.Jell are f'or a while. I got about one hundred dollars £or
everything then: kids, apartment, .food, heat. I never bought
a stitch of clothes during those times. I later got a job as
housekeeper when the kids were in school. God, I hated the
,.,oman \-vho hired me. b'he \-las so brazen. She used to run her
:fingers, all painted up with polish on then, over the end tables
to see if' I got all the dust. She treated me like an 'old bag'
because I had a :family with no husband and no education. I£
it wasn't :for lazy people like her, then women would not have
to sell themselves. IVhat I had to do ,.,asn 1 t much better, the
way I look at it.
(Separated mother; born 1925)

Host Stephenville widows, even 't.rhen the tovm -vras ' boorning' , had to face
similar :financial problems as other women 1.dthout men.

If they received

a widow's pension :from the State, their :family was expected to live on
about hal£ of' what they had previously received when their husbands
vTere alive and working.

Host o:f them had been :married to men from

Stephenville and surrounding areas who had been periodically unemployed
and, moreover, 111hen working .for a wage, never stayed -vrith one employer
long enough to have a pension.

The widows themselves, whose role as

'housewives' had always been seen as their station in life, also rarely

worked long enough on the Base to earn a pension from employruent.
Their education level l·Tas loH and their

job options :fe'\-T and sporadic.

I was a 1.far bride. I was lef't v;ith seven to :feed and clothe. I
couldn't go out to \.fork until the Base was swinging, for the sLmpJ.e
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:fact that 1>romen in my situation were not needed outside their
homes. Besides, it 't.J"Ould have cost me more than I could have
made to pay a serving girl. In 1960 I became a ttworking woman".
Before that I got a welfare cheque that allowed me to put a can
or two of' soup on the supper table. Not much more. I \vas all
alone vri th a bunch of' half-starving kids. As soon as my oldest
turned sixteen, the government cut a"t-Iay half' o:f my allowance.
So I had to find something. I :first started as a sort of' cleaning
woman on the Base. I had to make 34 beds every day, shine and
polish the :floors, clean the blinds, and what have you. I used
to get ~p68 every two weeks :for my 1>rork with the .Americans. It
"t-Ias like gold when you used to be living o:ff' nothi:ng. Then I 1 d
come home and do my own 1>rork.
(\iidovr, born 1916)

By mid-1960, Stephenville's role as a

in importance.

'cash center' had declined

As a result, the Americans and the middle class pro-

f'essionals, who had resettled there throughout the 1950's and early
1960's, moved away.
changed.

The United States military requirements had

The manned bomber \vas about to be phased out and, hence, the

Base was no longer necessary to the

u.s.

military.

Consequently, in

late December o£ 1966, the Har.mon Air Base was closed and o:f:fically
turned over to the provincial and federal governments.

The population

dropped to less than hal.f o:f what it had been during the

boom

years.

Those VTho rode the crest of the wave moved on to other places l:i:.ke .
Stephenville where there was still money to be made.
of' the population which remained was of' school age.

Forty percent
The basic resources

o:r the tovm -- the sea, land and surrounding :forests -- had long been
exploited by outside companies.

Only

Only 2 percent engaged in lumbering.

5 percent of' the men still :fished.
Those -vrho had been involved in

maintenance and service at the Base now were grouped with the others
(including women) who \·tere unemployed.

The unemployment rate was 43

(113)
percent in 1966. 12

For females the rate -v1as almost 100 percent.

a result, nearly half the families were :forced to go on relief.

.As
And,

perhaps ironically, the main occupation o£ those still employed was
that of social worker, the evasive State representative delegated to
assist

the people living near the poverty line.

The Americans had come and gone.
buildings on the Base.

They had left their vacated

Shops and schools were now empty, and there

were many single mothers trying to bring up children 1dthout help from
e:i ther f'athers or the .American state.

Other -vromen returned a year or

so later, after realizing that the GI they had married in Stephenville
had another family back in the

u.s.

Some returned for other reasons

poverty, abuse, loneliness, isolation.
haven and a trap for poor women:

stephenville was now both a

stranded with children, having little

schooling, many were living alone in small apartments 1.rhere the Hel:fare Department kept a close eye on them.
ever

a

man's town· .

f'orced.l3

Stephenville was more than

The rule against cohabitation was strictly en-

Hence nobody was allowed to live co-operatively with a

friend, relative, or person in the same situation as themselves, no
matter what their sex or job status.

If a woman lived with her parents

or if she boarded, she received a hundred dollars at most for herself
and a child

to pay rent, food, clothing, school books, and so on.

If' a single mother managed to convince the social \.J"orker that she
'deserved' an apartment, she received a little more to cover heating
expenses.

But the money caJ.lle -vrith strings attached:

once a son turned

seventeen, she lost most of her benefits; if she accepted part-time or
piece work she had to subtract all her earnings .from her cheque; if she
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had sick chil.dren or -vras unwell herself", the .family just had to bear
with it; and, .finally, i.f any· male -- relative,
lover -- stayed with her

~

:Criend,

length of time, support .for her and her

children was completely cut o.f.f.

Hy .first apartment the Wel.fare gave me and my three little ones
cost me almost every cent they handed out. We were cramped into
a one-bedroom place where you could a.l.most see through the vTalls,
no word of a lie. I worked at the Red Uood Lounge .for a year
a£ter that. I : ·h ad to punch ten to twelve days, all straight time.
I:f I didn't, or complained to the Hanpower Of'fice, the buddy
who employed me said ne'd just fire me and hire some other girl
in the same boat as I '\vas. Af'ter this things got real bad around
Stephenville. I didn 1 t even have a chance to work part-time.
It was a ghost town, i.f I've ever seen one. So we had to go back
on the welfare. The most ue suffered :from was the bad :food, and
not enough o.f it. I couldn 1 t think about fresh vegetables and
anything but canned ~ :for the youngsters. And the poor little
things, they had to play right out in the main road. The whole
bunch of us were in the same boat: half' the time pregnant, 't-Ielfare people spying on you, and kids everywhere you looked.
(

AJ..l these \vomen

~-

1

.felf'are mother, born 1946)

housewives, separated, vd.doHed, and divorced women,

and women never married -- still did not enter the category of wageearner.

They became, instead,

social. problems -- women 'left over'

after the .Americans pulled out o:f stephenville -- and some
tualJ.y became a part of the social \vorker' s

even-

·case load ; others were

hidden avray in private households t-rhile :fathers and husbands t-1ent to
earn their keep.

Poverty t-tas their story, domestic labour their domain.

Hotherhood was still compulsory and remained women 1 s major avenue to
social status.

Industrial Growth in Stephenville:

Phase Three

In 1967, the provincial government (still under the leadership

of Smallwood), after its initial failures at small-scale industrial
development and resettlement, decided to try a different economic
development strategy.

As already discussed in chapter two, the em-

phasis was to be on large-scale industrial development with state
subsidization of outside capital.

The other side o£ the industrial

strategy was to centralize the population into

service-growth centers

where comprehensive facilities and consumer needs could be provided
more cheaply and readily. 14
One such

gro~~h

center chosen was stephenville.

It was estimated

by government economists that existing facilities -- vacated housing,
shops, churches, schools and so forth -- could support a population
of 25,000. 1 5

Labour-intensive industries which would hire male labourers,

tradesmen and foremen were to be encouraged.
~las

P~

Adult Education Center

to be opened and each man given a chance to up-grade himsel.f, learn

a trade, and prepare hin.sel.f .for .full employment in the totm.

The

long-term plan was to make Stephenville the major growth center o.f the
West- Coast of the Island, a city with all the amenities that had been
promised during the early 1960 1 s but had then .failed to materialize.

Social and Economic Development
Things .first got under way in the latter part of 1967.

Smallwood

(116)

came to the town and established the Harmon Corporation, hence.- _
forth a government body with the job of administering the 8,000 acres
that had once been settler fanms and, more recently, the American
Air Base.

The 400 buildings and household dHellings, as well as the

well-equipped hospital, were to be kept up and used to attract new
industries.
lli thin the next four years a ntunber o£ companies did just that:

they moved to the growth center, received theiT subsidization payments :from the Smallwood government, and hired the local and resettled
males who had recently up-graded themselves at the new Adult Center.
Each in turn promised to be under production in short order.

Here is

a brief history of some o£ these industries: 16
1.

The Atlantic Bre\fing Company Ltd. arrived :first, in late 1967.

employed :forty-five males and a few secretaries :for two years.
beer didn 1 t go over very \vell with the locals.
the new decade began,
2.

1~th

It

The

It closed down be:fore

a deficit of $3 million;

A fishmeal reduction pilot plant, begun by International Fisheries

and Fishm.eal Ltd. , vtas ·e xpected to revolutionize the :fish meal market

as well as the processes :for manu£acturing high protein :food :for the
local people.

Herring was to be its main :fish used in the experiments.

Hales \vere hired with vocational training in han<lling .fish.

However,

partly because of fish quotas and partly because of' management problems,
the pilot project never really got off the ground;

3.

H. V.I. Parsons, a :fairly well-of£ Neuf'oundlander, returned f'rom

Toronto in the late 1960 1 s, and car.1e to Stephenville to start the Nev;-

(ll?)

foundland Iron \-J.orks.

His company was the only supplier o:f steel on

the Island, and had a payroll o:f nearly $80,000 armually.
the number of men \.rho eventually found jobs
mini maJ.

4-

\-Ii

HoHever,

th this company was

Less than a hundred men were hired on.

vfuen, by 1970, diversification had become Smallwood's

most impor-

tant industrial development strategy, Atlantic Design Homes, a subsidar,y of a successful Corner Brook company (Lundrigan's Ltd.) was
founded.

The first pre-fabricated homes ever built on the Island were

on stream within a short period.

The homes, hoHever, did not sell well.

Some women claimed that the cold \dnter draft which blew in :from the
Bay came in through the baseboards.

Hhatever the real reasons, Lundri-

gan and Company soon pulled out as t-Jell;

5.

Then Sea Hilling Corporation Ltd. came into tovm. Operated by

Frederick J. Gormley, it was supposed to be Canada's first sea water
chemicals plant, and cost $3 million to install.

Few local males 1.rere

actually hired, since sufficiently educated manpower was apparently
unavailable;

6.

Finally,and most signif;icantly, a $130 million Linerboard Hill

was established,expecting to utilize the timber reserves of Labrador
(those around Stephenville had long been exploited by the paper mill
in Corner Brook).

The company was Javelin Paper Corporation Ltd. whose

president was John C. Doyle, a Newfoundland politician.
began early in 1971.

Over five hundred males -- labourers, tradesmen,

millwrights, and so on -- were hired on.
permanent job.

Construction

~veryone

Host \-!ere also promised a

was led to believe that the

breadwinners
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from Stephenville would never again be migrant workers.
power became heavily involved in this massive project.
training programs were started.

Canada HanOn-the-job

The New£oundland government also

assisted, guaranteeing a bank loan to Doyle of' $53 million.

According

to a local newspaper, and in spite of' all previous £allures o:f industrial development, this time Stephenville was going to become rta
'll·Tentieth-century technological heaven".

The project, once again,

:failed (but more on this will be said later).

The Social Consequences o:f Industrial Growth
Settling into Stephenville
The Centralization Scheme established under The Resettlement Act,
l965l7 t-Tas essentially a combined e£.fort o:f the Federal and
land governments to:

Ne\o~f'ound

First, solve the high unemployment problem o:f

the province; second, to take the people to 1-rhere social services were
(instead o:f opting :for the more costly strategy o:f providing such services on the community level); and third, to provide a mass education
program to prepare the Nev.r:foWldland people :for work in an industrial
society.
It vtas with these goals in mind that numerous west coast commu-

nities

1

accepted 118 the $1,000 which the government o££ered them

(plus the $200 f'or each f'amily member), packed up their belongings,
and moved to Stephenville.

In much the same vray, f'ormer Stephenville

inhabitants, who,a:fter the Base closed,had migrated elsewhere to work,
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came back in the early 1970 1 s.

Apart :from \-Torkers and their .families,

the to\in also needed a group o:f educators, social workers, medical
professionals and local politicans to carry out the tasks mentioned
above.

By 1971, the population had S1..relled to nearly

8,ooo.

However, the Government had not anticipated that resettled families
would be so difficult to manage.
keep professionals in the

tot~

For one thing, it did not manage to

:for longer than a year or two.

council, as well, encountered serious difficulties:
all

tol~plan,

The town

there was no over-

and :facilities such as schools, hospital beds, clinics,

shops, entertainment :facilities, and so forth, were inadequate or insuf'ficient.

The resettled families were large.

lation was, in 1972, school age.

Nearly half' the popu-

High schools \orere cramped and, at the

smn.e time, unable to compete with the Adult Education Center, which
offered teenagers a quick avenue through high school, a chance £or a
trade, and eventually the hoped-:for job.

In regard to housing, the

vacated apartments administered by the Harmon Corporation and the
government were quickly f'illed.
in each household
relatives.

and

There was

an average of' 5. 5 persons19

increasingly more :families had to live with

Over half' the people '\..rere f'orced to rent apartments, vlhereas

in their .former conununities thay had almost always O\med their ov:n
home and garden. This might not have been problematic if', in :fact, the
promised jobs had materialized
had risen by 1973.

but, instead, the unemployment rate

Everyone was still vraiting .for the Linerboard Hill

to open, since there had been labour strikes by construction workers
demanding higher vrages, better working conditions, vacation pay, and
other £ringe benef'its.

Further delays occurred

resulting :from mech-
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anica1 or management problems, and from dif:ficulties in securing a
market for the linerboard products.
In attempting to deal with the housing shortage, yet at the same
time keeping its own f'inancial involvement at a rnini.mu.ru., the Government built row housing to accommodate the poor -- the large resettled
outport :families, single mothers and their children, and students at
the Adult Center.

Hithin a year or so a number of' large apartment

units, able to house as many as ll8 :families each, 1.rere constructed
by New:foundland and Labrador Housing Ltd.
Strategically located in the town, the buildings soon became
knoim as

1 :1el:fare

Apartments'.

The children had no place to play and

little else to entertain themselves vrith, so they hung around on the
streets.

Homen had no gardens.

Fe\f people even knew their next door

neighbour.

\·Jage Labour f'or Homen
Finally, in 1974, the Labrador Linerboard Hill did open.
the same period, a new shopping mall was also opened.

During

'l"he l.fanpower

Department hired the necessary male labour f'orce to operate and maintain the new mill, -v1hile at the same time of:fering a handful o:f ser-

vice jobs to i.romen as cashiers and cleaners in the new mall.
it was assumed, could not do the work of' tradesmen.

Homen,

Hence, they 1-rere

expected to accept the disparity betiveen their cashier's wage and that
of' the average electrician.

~hus,

while the tradesmen in the town
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received between $10 to $15 per hour, had a union to protect them,
had fUrther fringe benefits such as pensions, vacation pay, sick
leave and strike pay, the average \-Torking woman \ras lucky to receive
the minimum wage, had no benefits, no maternity leave, no free daycare
and no job security.

In fact, on the average, the employment income

of Stephenville women during this period was just half of that of a
male \vage earner.

20

I was sixteen when I le:ft school. Everybody \vas quitting l.eft
and right. All. you had to do was wait around a year and go
upgrading. One year is all it took to receive this thing called
GED (General Equivalency Diploma). I realize no\v that it was a
sick way to get your grades. But it doesn't matter much because
around here, no r11atter vrhat you ge:t, there's no jobs :for women.
When the maJJ.. opened, all. kinds of women came crat-rling out o:f the
woodwork, heading i'or the :Manpower O:ff'ice to get a job. A :fevT
got in, mostly part-time. The rest of us -vrere le.ft out in the
cold, lef't to go on welfare.
(Unemployed student, born 1952)
Apart from service employment, a :.fe\-1 \vorking class women were able
to :find domestic work -- as cleaning wonen, babysitters, housekeepers
and laundresses.

There were at this time a number of'

two-career

.families ; usually a husband vrho was employed in a managerial position
at the mill or Yho \vas a professional (a doctor, teacher, social v1orker
or bank manager) and a t-ri:.fe
vices

who perhaps \·las involved in Social Ser-

or who was a nurse, a teacher or shop operator.

In Stephenville,

where public daycare was not even available for the middle class, preschool children had to be taken care of' privately and domestic help had
to be secured.

Such private domestic work is probably the most ardous

form o:f paid '1.-rork available to -vromen:

the worst paid, the hardest to
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de.fine, and one of' the .few remaining jobs .for t-rhich no minimum t.rage
must be paid.

Hotvever, if' stephenville '\·romen were to survive at all,

they had to take what they could get.

The work was hard, hard enough, let me tell you. I worked as a
housekeeper 'till 1977, six years in.-,all. I never got a ~~100
from any of' them: .first there was a teacher couple Hi th three
tots;then, a doctor/nurse team. with .four; and just before I 1-1as
laid o.f'.f .f'or good, I worked .for a social worker whose husband
had a big job at the mill. I did absolutely everything in the
run of' a day -- changing diapers, the meals, dishes, there t.ras
bread to bake, scrubbing to do. I was run ragged. I had three
in high school, and no man. He was somewhere in Canada. He
never hear .from him. I knovr and you kno'\v that a .father is
supposed to help out even t1hen the home breaks up. But the
t..J'el.fare d.idn 1 t try too hard to find the .f'ellot.f I married. Now
I can't .find a job even if' I paid someone to give me one.
(Deserted mother, born 1945)

With the job market sex-segregated and o.f'ten without even the option of'
a badly paying job, yo1lllg and older t.;omen alike enrolled at the Adult
Education Center .for further education and perhaps to learn a trade as
well.

Hany saw this as their onl.y remaining opportunity to avoid li:fe-

long dependency on the State.

Stephenville Women and Adult Education

\v.hen the Adult Education Center first opened in the late 1960's,
its main task was to bring the educational level of Stephenville males
to a grade eleven standing.

After this initial schooling, the men were

expected to go on to learn a trade at the local trade school.

If' a

student had been working during the previous year, he was permitted to

draw unemployment

bene~its.

If not, the Government often paid enough

money to maintain his .family and himself' while he attended school.
In 1972 there were nearly three times as many males enrolled at the
Center than women.

The £amale

·e ither paid their own

~tudents

expenses or had been working during the previous year.

H01-1ever, con-

sidering the discussion above concerning the depressed job market,
very :fe\v women were in £act in the position to draw unemployment
benei'its.

Furthermore, in light of: the

lo1o~

t-Tages ,,..,omen generally re-

ceived, most women could not survive on unemployment benefits, even
i£ they were in a position to claim them.

Finally, there werB no

special benefits £or single mothers. Apart from the problems mentioned here, the only trades open to
Stephenville "'.vomen were:

Beauty Culture, secretarial courses, arts

(Apparently, only 3 percent o£ female graduates .from
these courses have ever found jobs after schooling •. . ) 21
and crafts.

Other social problems also resulted £rom women's attempts to upgrade themselves during this period.
harassment while attending classes.
high.

They had to deal 1-1ith sexual
The rate o£ veneral disease was

Doctors at the clinics and hospital were

unsympathetic to women 1 s problems.

ove~vorked

and o£ten

Hany students vrere not even av1are

that birth control and abortion were covered under the Canadian MCP
Plan.

Horeover, government organizations such as Planned Parenthood

£ailed to reach them, perhaps in part because o.f the organization's
strong emphasis on '.family planning' and, to a lesser extent, also on
women's personal need to contracept.

In the final analysis, a large
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proportion of the women who did follow this route to educate themselves in the hope of supporting themselves independently were
forced to bear children and often to rear them on their own.
Host of the fellows who were at the Center to upgrade themselves
had worked somewhere or other. They wanted to keep occupied
while drawing their U.I.C. They saw the place as a slack way
to draw their 'pogey' and not have to worry about being pestered
by the government. I, for one, never had a chance to work in
my life. I came from a broken home and when I went back to
better myself, all they gave me was a measly ten dollars a week.
Chicken feed. You couldn't study there if you tried. Always
some guy picking at you, touching where he shouldn't, trying to
coax you to sleep with him. The language was something shocking.
Everybody assumed that as soon as you went to upgrading school,
you were sleeping around with every Tom, Dick and Harry. It
was a hard place.
(Student, born 1950)

Economic Crisis
In July of 1977 the Labrador Linerboard }tlll closed.

With a sharp

drop in market prices for the product and the high cost involved in
shipping

t~ber

from Labrador, the mill apparently was unable to

make any profit, and the government withdrew its tremendous subsidies.
(It later became public knowledge that Doyle, the president of the company, never repaid the Newfoundland government the $53 million loan that
Smallwood had issued in 1971.)

The men who had expected permanent em-

ployment remained in town for a while, hoping that a new buyer would
continue operating.

When this did not occur, the tradesmen followed

their usual route, and migrated to mainland Canada for work.

Those

who remained were given short-term employment on government projects
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(previously discussed in chapter two).
For most of" the Stephenville \..}"Omen, these t1"o routes of" employment were unavailable options.

According to government strategy, in

times o£ economic recession Stephenville women had to accept the fact
that jobs for Homen would not be created.

Hence, women 1.rere expected

not to ask for equal job opportunities in any '"ork schemes, nor
desert their children and

to

r~ate to other places and find work. 22

The Conditions o£ Domestic Labour, 1979 - 1980
In 1979, when I .first talked to Homen in Stephenville, some called

it a

11

~1el£are

Townlt.

Nearly hal£ the .families on government assistance

were headed by single mothers living in the apartment blocks of' lo-vrerclass housing built in the early 1970's.
young as fourteen.

Some single mothers were as

Others were grandmothers.

vtidovrs, divorced \Tomen and deserted women.

In addition, there were

Nost of them still sai.r

marriage as their only alternative, apart .from welf'are. 2 3
There v1ere also some labouring \..romen in Stephenville who 1>rere both
wives and mothers.

l'Jany could still remember vrhat the place had been

like before industrial gro-..vth and before the American presence.

wives remembered their now deserted former community.

Other

Finally, some

were young wives from other industrial towns on the Island.

tihatever

their origin, these married women had usually one thing in common:
omic dependence on husbands.

It vias the

husband

_ who

1

worked 1

•

econShe
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was

expected to take care of the house and kids, and, moreover, to

co:rn:fort him when he returned from his day of' labour.
ployed, . a

vroman perf'ormed

addition, had to console

If' he was unem-

her · usual domestic labour

her

and, in
Both groups

of'ten depressed husband.

of' mothers -- married and single -- had their rlomestic labour in
coomon.

Their children (and, if' married, their husbands as well) had

to be tended upon.

The labour f'orce was thus maintained every day, in

every generation.
In retrospect, then, we might say that the joys and burdens of'
mothering have changed little.

Even today Stephenville t·romen have

limited choices and tend to depend on men or the State.

Each new project

initiated by the Department of' Social Services has turned out to be just
another f'orm of' relief'.

The women themselves see these projects as a

\.Jay of' dividing the poor and making them feel guilty f'or their impover-

is~ent. l ane government project, f'or example, placed single mothers in
a grocery chainstore in the Mall .for training as cashiers.
were hired for ten weeks.

The company involved in the project received

free labour, paid £or by the government.
wage.

Ten v1omen

The women received minimum

A£ter the ten-week period was over (just long enough to draw

short-term unemployment bene£its at the lo\vest rate possible) the women
1.-rere sent home.

Daycare allowances were curtailed.

Another similar

project f'or single mothers employed chambermaids in the nursing home,
again :for a ten-week period.
sidized.

In this case not even daycare was sub-

In f'act, as some of' the women involved in the project pointed

out, they would have been better of'f econoiDically ·had they· not taken the short-
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term job.

A more recent Social Services pilot project was a twenty-

week project (the lengthened time being the result, one might assume,
o£ recent U. I. C. changes) •

Two single mothers were hired as nFinan-

cial Assistance Officersn.

0££icially, their purpose for employment

was to deal with local wel£are recipients and their complaints:

con-

cerning inadequate housing, poor heating systems, a sick child, a
pregnant daughter, an alcoholic husband spending the wel£are cheque
at a local beerball, and so on.

Formerly, this job had been per£ormed

by more highly paid social workers, but with cutbacks in Social Services, the government decided that, by giving a single mother a few
dollars more than what she would get on wel.fare, the same job could
be done

much more cheaply, o£ course.

Some other single women

dependent on the State £or subsistence see these projects in yet anether light:
It 1 s a real good way to turn \.Jomen against t-Tomen and the poor
on each other 1 s backs. One o£ my £riends here Has hired on in
the Wel£are O££ice. She was their scapegoat and nothing else,
f'orced to do their dirty work :for next to nothing. All so that
they won't get headaches £rom people complai~ng about their
poverty. Uell, the 1..ray I see i:t, and the way I tell it to my
kids and anyone else who asks me, we got a damn good reason to
complain to the government.
( \l[elf'are mother, born 1950)
Perhaps one of' the most insidious projects is one which attempted to
reinforce the cohabitation rule mentioned earlier in this chapter.

The ·!hlf'are has just gone and hired two l.vomen like me to do their
dirty work again, all for an extra $10 a month. They hav:e to come
into our shabby homes and spy on us. They are supposed to tell
the women here that they are 11 Bu.dget Planners". God 1Umighty1 If'
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all I needed was a budget planner, my worries would be long
over. Tell me, how much planning can you honestly do on a
few hundred dollars and three boys to look after? The whole
thing is _so damn stupid. Every last woman here knows very well
that they come into our homes to see who's here • If there's
a trace of' a male around at all, my dear, you're in hot water
with the Welfare. If' they would look around a bit, they'd soon
see that not very many fellows are going to give a woman in my
situation anything in the way of' money. Besides, half' of them
are as poor as rats the~selves.
(Divorced mother, born 1945)

Sexuality and Harriage in Stephenville Today
Unlike rural Stephenville women, contemporary Stephenville women
have some control of their f'ertility.
makes the
class

u Pill n,

women.

The Canadian l1edicare Plan

tubal ligations and hysterectomies options f'or working

The all-male medical team at Stephenville hospital

rarely refuses to sterilize a mother af'ter her third child.
they encourage her to get the procedure done.

In f'act,

Hysterectomies have a

long history in Stephenville and are, along with tubal ligations, the
usual option of women and 'suggested' by the two local surgeons. 2 4
Some options available in the mid-1970's, however, have now been
made less accessible.

For example, the Planned Parenthood representa-

tive f'or the West Coast,

who was located in Stephenville f'rom 1974 to

1979, has lost her funding f'or 1980.
hospital can meet all female

Supposedly, the doctors at the

needs in regard to family planning, birth

control, sex education f'or children, and so forth.

The schools in the

area have also stepped in :for the State and made uFamily Planning 11 and
"Marriage Counselling" an integral part of' the school curriculum.

A
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fUrther problem (debated among politicans, the priests and ministers,
the town council and local doctors) ,concerns teenage sexuality and
birth control.

Therapeutic abortion, formerly an option in the gen-

eral hospital in nearby Corner Brook, has been seen as an attack on
the " tlnbornn, as well as causing

11

immorali ty" among non-married women.

Pressure has been applied -- by Church, politicians, social workers,
teachers, and voluntary organizations such as the Knights o£ Columbus,
the Saint Anne's Guilds, the Legion, the Kings.men and Rotary

Clubs --

and, as a result, abortion is no longer available. (It would now cost
a woman around three hundred dollars and two days in l-iontreal or
Ottawa to get an abortion there).
The situation £or labouring women in Stephenville today where,
on the one hand they have few options for subsistence and social status outside o£ motherhood, and where, on the other, they are accused
o:f "breaking up the family", nevertheless, has a positive side as well;
discussion is taking place, :focusing on issues previously hidden :from
public view:

First, on the very notion of the male breadwinner as

:family provider ; second,on the relationship between sexuality and
precreation; third,on the notion that the working class family is based
on

harmony

and

consensus ;

concerned about the poor;

fourth, on the

~velf'are

State as morally

:fifth, on the common belief that certain

institutions - £or example, the Church, the medical profession, the
educational system,

th~

political system and the

~aw-work

to help the

majority of' people; and, finally, on the assumption that women and
politics do not go together.
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In my conversations with Stephenville women I have round that
some of these assumptions mentioned here are being called into question.

In their own personal lives, many of my informants have taken

steps to break away from the common expectations assumed 'natural' by
their community.
file

They refuse

to be battered any longer and sometimes

for separation or divorce.

They now teach their own daughters

the 'ropes' and discuss with them the hidden side of female sexuality
which seldom gets exposure in the "Family Life Program" in their High
School.

Some married women, and women living in family arrangements

outside of this institution, have succeeded in getting their men to
take an equal part in child rearing and, moreover, to realize both the
monotony and the pleasures of doraestic labour.
Of course, many Stephenville women are still isolated and lonely,
forced to mother in order to survive economically· and psychologically.
However, in my conversations with these women, I have found them to be
quite critical of the State and its patriarchal structures.

They are

increasingly becoming aware of the fact that they are not the only
munity of women left out in the cold.

co~

Through various channels --

television, newspapers, their children, women's groups around the
Island, and, perhaps most importantly, in each other's kitchens-Stephenville women are figuring

out who their allies are and how they

can change their present situation.

Host of them feel they have gained

more than they have lost.

Don't forget, my dear, that it wasn 1 t so very long ago that a
woman in Stephenville wouldn't be caught dead with a pair of
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long pants on in public. And, what's else, she wouldn't be
allowed to step inside the Church door if she didn't have her
head covered up. Before this, if you were married, no matter
if your fellow beat you black and blue, you had to stay with
him. It was your religious duty as a wif'e. Now you can at
least get out of' a family mess. Hore and more women are saying what's on their mind, letting it come to the surface more •
.And some men are listening. Just the other day I saw a young
father with his baby in a carriage. It warmed me up inside.
And my own .fellow, who never lifted a .finger around the house
before this, has even taken to getting his o1m cup of tea. It's
almost as good as a miracle. If' he could change, I say that
there's hope yet.
(Housewife, born 1916)

Nevertheless, despite this optimistic note, the prospects
look rather bleak.

For these labouring women, though their lives

have been drastically changed by urban and industrial development,
their particular reproductive problems have not been solved in any
significant way.

For many people who thought the struggle for re-

productive freedom in Newfoundland had been won in the 1970's, the
everyday reality of' labouring women in this case study stands in
contradiction to this common assumption.

The majority of' Stephen-

ville women today are still def'ined as childbearers and childrearers
and not as autonomous human beings.

It is difficult to focus atten-

tion on change in other areas of' women's subordination until the
struggle £or reproductive self'-deter.mination

f'or contraceptive

rights, £or child care, f'or natural childbirth, and against .forced
sterilization

has been won f'or all women.
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Conclusion

In the previous two chapters I have attempted to describe a
detailed and specific situation of' the interaction of' childbearing
and women's oppression and, in addition, the adverse effects of

rapid urbanization and industrialization on labouring women's lives.
In particular 1 I have focused on the changes in women 1 s productive

and reproductive activities both inside and outside the family.

I

have attempted to show that the specific type of capitalist development which has taken place in Stephenvi.ll.e a£ter 1940 occurred, in
part, through the increasing exploitation of working class women. 1
The lack of attention to this issue has historically involved an unquestioning acceptance of the patriarchal family. 2 I have come to
the conclusion that the hardships and other consequences resulting
from the increased employment o£ Stephenville women, particularly
since they are accompanied by a continuing and nearly exclusive responsibility of most women £or their families, directly challenges
dependency theory when used to understand the conjunction of class
and sexual relations in Newfoundland society.

I was left with no

reason to believe either that the Newfoundland indigenous elite or
the working class males are indeed willing to give women equal

opportunity within their families and in the economy.

Moreover, the

realities of the double shif't of housework and wage labour, in
addition to labouring women's ghettoization in the economy, demonstrates, I believe, the inadequate understanding of' working class
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women's lives, which is .frequently characteristic o.f middle class
feminists.
As a result o.f my work in this study, I not only developed my
own .feminist consciousness, 3 but also changed my understanding o.f
women 1 s oppression, both its nature and the .feminist strategy
necessary to change it.

In particular, I have come to realize the

fundamental necessity o.f women's reproductive self-determination
as an initial step towards emancipation.
The reason I .first became interested in the reproductive concerns o.f women in Newfoundland is both personal and political.

In

my year of course work in graduate school, amidst the growing debate

over the abortion question, a very close .female .friend and .fellow
graduate student underwent an extremely degrading experience at the
local hospital while seeking the termination o.f an unplanned pregnancy.

The experience was so traumatic .for her, in .fact, that she

did not .finish her course work and eventually returned to her home
community after she .finally received an abortion.

Because she did

not have the money to .fly to mainland Canada .for a quick, sa.fe termination at an abortion clinic, she, instead, had to go through a
two-week debasing experience at the local general hospital in the
capital city.

She was seen as a woman-sex-object by the medical

professionals on the therapeutic abortion committee who viewed her
case, by the Right-to-Life .followers who accused her o.f being a
"child murderer 11 , and even by our own male .fellow students.
This personal instance o.f the problems o.f a woman without the
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right to decide when and if she was to bear a child affected my
understanding of women's oppression profoundly.
felt the

urge~

foundland

indeed the

women~

need~

I increasingly

to research the problems of New-

in particular to understand the reasons for the

emergence of the politics of reproduction in the media, in the
political

arena~

inists as well.

among religious groups, and among middle class femWith the help of my only female professor,4 I

initially set out to "study 11 the various groups involved in the debate over abortion rights.

I read various textbooks on how best to

carry out participant observation. 5
held by the Conservati.ve

Right~

by

I faithfully attended meetings
politicians~

and by the various

women's groups organized around this question of reproductive rights.
Notes were taken on what was said at each meeting.
debate in the daily newspapers.

I followed the

I was careful not to become too

emotionally involved in the discussion taking place, to remain on the
side lines so as not to miss

~portant

obscure details.

In each group, whether it was the Right-to-Life lobby group or,

on the other side, the middle class women's organizations,! was viewed
with suspicion and utmost caution.

I was honest when questioned who

I was, stating that I was a femjnjst researcher from outside the
capital city trying to better understand women's reproductive problems.
I was especially disturbed by the reaction o£ the middle class £eminists to my presence.

They seamed rather shocked that a woman £rom

the other side of the Island could really be a feminist.

Horeover,

the fact that I was from Stephenville, a community they all considered
extremely backward (because of the problems o£ high unemployment and
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the predominance of' the Catholic Church in the area), was even more
disturbing to them.
Gradually I found it more and more difficult to stay on the sidelines taking notes while important issues were under discussion.

I

began to become increasingly emotionally involved in what was being
said at the women's meetings especially, since it was among these
women that I had originally hoped to find sympathetic understanding
of labouring women's specific problems and some worthwhile strategy
by which to help them.

I was given the cold shoulder time and time

again when I tried to discuss economic exploitation as well as sexual
oppression.

!4oreover, whenever I introduced the specific problems of

rural and outport women in group discussions, I was told that these
women could only be helped after the problems of St. John's women
were dealt with.
I became increasingly critical of this form of f'em.inism.
recalling my family experiences

In

of my mother who bore eleven

children in eleven years, of my female kin who never had the option
to work for a wage, to control their fertility, to further their education, and to avoid serving on children and male relatives

I

came to the conclusion that I needed to reexamine my past, to rediscover my roots, both 'With my female and male kin, as well as the

other people in Stephenville who I had left behind nearly a decade ago.
In retrospect, if' I had chosen to do field research on women in
another Newfoundland community and not my hometown, I would have perhaps written a more scientific and 'objective' piece of' work.

Never-
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thel.ess, I doubt if the study would have had the focus that this
case study of Stephenville women has taken.

Nor would I have had

the opportunity to reexamine my own family politics, to renew rel.ations with my femal.e kin and, finally, to discuss (and argue about)
patriarchy with my father.

Therefore, the voluntary decision to

research Stephenville women was a specific personal. and pol.itical
femjnist project.
In my search for a feminist theory by which to understand the
everyday problems of being a labouring woman in this Newfoundland
community, I have found that dependency theorists and middle class
feminists fail to really grasp what these women are up against.

Cer-

tainly, neither theoretical approach offers a worthwhile solution to
labouring women's reproductive problems.

The fact remains that given

the social setting which Stephenville women have faced from the beginning of the century until now, it is quite rational. for them to cling
to their role as mothers.

11othering remains, essentially, their most

important clailll to social status, since their double labour burdens
give these women little opportunity for equal participation in work,
social affairs, and in politics.

This, o:f course, had been equally

true £or their mothers when Stephenville was still a rural community.
However, urbanization and industrial development have had the consequence that the social status of motherhood has become increasingly
devalued as many former productive activities for which women were
once responsible have become socialized after 1940.

The economic and

social changes which have occurred have left many working class women
either captive wives, dependent on males or single parents dependent
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on the Welfare State.
In summary, the crucial problem is that women's reproductive
role in this Newfoundland community had been desocialized.

On both

a daily and generational basis Stephenville women are still the child
raisers and, quite often, the tenders of males.

The solution to this

situation remains their opportunity to control their own reproductive

~ives.

It is probably safe to generalize from tne

case study

presented here and suggest that sexual inequality is a reality as
well for most working class women in Newfoundland and elsewhere.

The

relegation of women to the private domain of housework and childcare,
of course, remains a burden only in a society (such as ours) which
deprives most women of other alternatives.

I hope that this study

has at least helped to point to the urgent need of women's hea:Lth
care

in the area o£ female sexuality 1 of contraception and abor-

tion, of chil.dbirth and, :for older women, concerning menopause.

By

focusing on the specific problems surrounding reproduction in historical perspective, I have attempted to show why this is so and why today in communities such as Stephenville, motherhood is not a rewarding
experience :for most labouring women.

This is not to say that mother-

hood is by definition oppressive, nor, on the other hand, that all
women need to mother in order to achieve personal fUlfillment

~

life.

Rather, my point is that all women, regardless of their class, should
have the option to choose to be mothers.

Appendix

Case Histories o£ Seven Stephenville Homen
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APPENDIX

In this section I have included brief excerpts of the life histories of seven stephenville women.

These particular life histories

were chosen from those of the thirty-odd women I interviewed during
my field research not because these women were exceptional in any
way, but rather because of their ages and typical life experiences
as labouring women in this speci.£ic Newfoundland community.

Hy

main reason for including these seven li£e stories was to permit

the reader a closer look at individual women and their detailed personal problems as mothers, daughters and wives.

(1.39)
Adeline: Age 9.3. Took care of the post office in stephenville for
over t'\-renty years. In 1960 the Town Council in Stephenville
confiscated her house and land because she could not afford
to pay the property taxes. She now resides in an Old Age
Home near the

to~r.n.

I was 14 years old when I stopped going to school. It was the same time
that I started 'comin' around', you lr..now when a girl starts changing.
I recall my mother saying that the best years of any \..roman's life were before
the change. Those were hard times, to be sure, 'cause father got
killed overseas that year. It's no lie that mother worked herself
to death ••• Since I was the oldest of the seven, I had to do the
things like any grown-up. Hother said I had a healthy frame. She also
said things like, 1 you 1 1l have it awfUl hard, my dear; you'll get to
know hard work ••• sometimes I wonder to myself how you're going to
conquer it 1 • I recall collecting caplin from the shore and drying
them. Also managed to sell a :few extra gallons of berries .from time to
time ••• got 50i for a chunk of fresh butter. All the earnings went to
the house account at the store and then we still were always short.
For a while mother got at the priest's house, they cut mothers ~10
of:f ••• that government didn..1 t give a damn about poor people. I l..ras
some lucky to get a job with Father Brown. I worked there :for 2 years.
He was the boss and said he was going to teach me ho'\.r to run the post
office. At :first I thought I wasn't smart enough, but before I knew
i t I could do it all by myself'.
He still got $40 a year :from the
government and I got only $4 as his helper. Hind you, I also had to
help in the kitchen. With my pay I used to maybe get a pair of boots,
you know those boots they used to wear ~dth the laces in them -- cost
$1.25. The rest went to the house. Then the telegraph came and we
moved the post office into my £ather 1 s house. No\v in three months I
learned telegraphy. At :first it was a bit hard 'cause I had never seen
the instruments... Then I took charge ••• I was kind of nervous at
f'irst, but got the hang o:f it before long. The govermnent started me
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off on my own with $10 a nonth. People thought I was going to be rich,
yes indeedl I always stayed on at the old house. Later the o:f.fice
was rnoved into the old school where I used to go as a young girl. I
also had the garden work. I had no commodities, my dear. I didn 1 t
even have any shelves. I had to put my parcels on the .floor. Sometimes I worked day and night ••• I'd sleep awhile ••• I was o:ften to
tired to eat. People said it was a rotten shame I was only getting
$10 a month. iihen the Americans came in 1941, they· got the government to bring back the telegraph. During the tfar things picked up.
The highest I ever got was ~72.50 a month. Not long after the Americans came I got sick with the flu; boy did I have some work on my
hands. The government sent out a young :fellow from Burgee. They said
I wasn't strong enough, so they right away put him in charge o£ everything. He wasn 1 t 20 yet. I had to \.fork under him, but all the same
he didn 1 t know anything like I did. I £e1 t like throwing it all in,
but we had to live somehow. Do you know that that fellow got $100
right away and I t-tas 't.forking for $72.50? I wasn't treated fair at all
and the people used to think the world o:f me, they said so all the
time. Nobody liked him. Oh my, but he was crude, always black-arding
••• a rough kind. I suppose I shouldn't say that, but he was evil.
He wanted to get me out of it. Once $50 was missing. Never be.fore
that had the books been wrong. The government said I had to pay or
leave. Nobody liked it, said it was a dirty thing to do to me. I
went and paid it, my dear, and worked just one more year so I could
get my pension. I said I had enough of their foolishness. I was going home, I said, I couldn't stand it anymore. 1,-Jhen you're a woman
like me without a man to speak for you, they say you can't handle your
own a££airs. I know £or a fact they didn't treat me right. Courage,

I suppose, done it all, that's how I made it.

Hary-EJ..J.en:

.Age 91. Had three children of' her own and reared up a
grandson as well. Her husband died during the Depression.
She estimates that she delivered over 500 babies during

<wJ
her' career• as a midldfe.

just di.dn 1 t have the things to work with back then as there is
today. 1-lomen used brinbags, that they softened up as best they
could, •around the child's bottom. ~le usen 1 t to bother 1.-tith the com-

\.Je

pany doctor. I could never get him when there was real trouble ~
way, 'cause he had some territory to do rounds in. It was only i:f
some 1 big-shot 1 like the merchant's wife needed him. Now that was a
different story. I :first learned to doctor the women by going about
with my mother. She -v:as still smart, but getting blind when she gave
up and I took over when Leo died. I:f there was need of something
:for the new child, I would go and get some \-Teeds and steep them into
a brew -- caraway seeds or something like that. If a child had the
cramps, yellow roots were used. (They grew under the ground, tiny and
round). And sour-duck seeds :for anybody with the fever. 1-Jhen the
French came in their Han-0-Uar ships when I wasn't very old, they'd
go crazy picking such herbs. People used to come to me. There was a
lot o:f measles and yellow jaundice. I used to give them a brew made
from sheep dung. Yes, and i~. did draw out the fever. When we were at
the hay, I would pick out seeds and dry them. Of course, I alt-rays
went around to the 1.-ronen at expecting time. After childbirth, I used
to give the mothers boiled juniper and perhaps senna tea. You know,
I saw a lot of sickness in my time and o.ften I had only my prayers to
help me out. Yet even though better medicines and instruments and
things doctors have would have been a blessing sometimes, we had something back before the Americans came that got outlawed. The women I
nursed \·rere all close together: they trusted a t-roman like me much
Dore than a stranger, a man doctor. Hhenever one o:f my mothers were
due, we all gave her clothes for the new-born that our own little ones
had grown out o:f. \'le 1 d have a ubee 11 to make quilts and diapers and
knitties out of a piece o:f :flannel. I always made my mothers stay in
bed for ten days -- it was my only real law. Some used to get 1 b~J'
with lJe and wanted to get up sooner to tend on their men or see to the
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kids, but I said,

11

No way".

There was always other i.vomen .from a-

round coming in and looking out to the things needing done.
starved, let me tell you, -vrhen a woman was "lying-in".

No one

I told my

mothers not to breast.feed when they were getting up in years.
learned that a i.voman 1 s milk got bad then.
little girl that way.

I

1-..y own r:10ther had lost a

After Corner Brook got to be a big place and

the hospital uas built, more and more \vomen t-rere going there.

A pub-

lic nurse, I think she \oras .from England, used to cone around these
parts in the 1940's and tell the women to go to the hospital to have
their babies.

A little later they· said that the government in St.

John 1 s was outlawing us if' we didn't go there and take 3 months
training at the Grace l·:'Iaternity Hospital. \.Jell, I .figured that I
knew enough already about delivering babies 'cause I had already
brought over 500 into the world.

Can you believe that, my dear?

Besides, where was I going to live in the city?

I knew the govern-

nent only wanted us out o.f it, but_ let me tell you a secret, my dear.
It was a long time be.fore they could do without midwives -- many
women: hated the hospitals and wanted to stay with their children in
their own homes.

Now the doctors are operating .for this and that.

Everyone seems to have their womb gone.

I don't know, we were good

.for women in many ways.

Joan:

Age 64.

\Jerked as a domestic servant in Corner Brook be.fore

she married in 1945.

She still has a garden, gathers berries,

and knits much o:f her .family 1 s woolen things.

She relates her

reproductive history.

I had my children right in a row, every year.
in all.

~fell,

I had thirteen

Now, there was two more that died be:fore birth.

We was

married just nine months and fourteen days i.-Then the oldest -vras born
and she was only ten months old when the next came.

You was preg-

nant all the time and if' you t-rasn' t everybody thought you was sick.
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I tried once to breast£eed, but the little devil, he was always at
me, wouldn't leave me alone. I had to look out to my other babies.
I had the midwlie :for all o£ them except the last two, then I \vent
to the hospital. Most of' the women were going then. I used to be
so beat out from doing my work and taking care of' the kids all day
that, I remember, warming the milk f'or the baby in the saucepan
over the lamp and :falling asleep. I was so tired. Af'ter the stove
was out, that was it. Me, I don't think it was good :for us. And,
I mean to say, everyone \vas pregnant except, of' course, i f you were
higher up and knew how to use something. By the time we got around
forty years of' age we were all worn out inside. The doctor told me
it was time for me to get my operation af'ter I reached forty. He
said I was good for three or four more. \1/hen I came out of the
hospital the doctor ordered me to stay in bed for ten days. Well,
we had just moved up to Cold Brook, and the baby was less than one
year old and the oldest girl was only ten. Now, jeepers wips, the
road was some bad and I had to clinb two flights of' stairs. The
doctor told me I had to go get another operation to get the rest out.
I ended up taking hal£ the stitches out myself. That was the way it
was with a ,good many of the women from here. Those darn doctors had
us at their mercy; they made a mint of money off us 'cause it used to
cost $400 just for one operation alone. And there was a waiting list
a mile long, I suppose, some of' the women from here having to wait
as high as two years to get their wombs out. Thinldng back on it now,
I believe it \vas shocking, making us wait like that, making us get
permission from the priest and needing our husbands' signature and,
then, having to stand by for a bed in the hospital. But there was
no way .for us around it all. Our hands were tied. .And you take it,
today it's not a hell of' a lot better. The stories I have heard
about most of' those doctors would mruce anyone want to stay clear away
from the place. There's one doctor who, the'word has it, sees as high
as a hundred people a day sometimes. He herds them in like cattle.
He can't have anymore than a minute with each one. And as for women
who got to have him as their baby doctor, heavens help them, I say.
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There's no unearthly reason why in the last little while so many
women have to get sections and take all kinds o:f drugs just to have
a baby. And one other thing I would like to say is that one o:f
those days we are going to hear over the news that all those young
women, hal£ o:f them not even 25 years old, are going to have something or other :from getting their tubes tied. I'm not sorry that
I have it aJ.l over with, let me tell you. Still today older women
like mysel:f have problems. Sure, just the other day on my way home
:from Church I ran into one o:f my neighbours who I hadn't seen :for
quite a spell. She was kind o:f pale looking and told me the doctor
had her on some little yellow pills :for her nerves. Hal:f the women
my age are taking these pills which I think are good :for nothing
but heart-attacks. We would be a lot better o:f:f i:f we had a job to
work at instead o:f sitting in the rocking chair in :front of the T~V.
with our knitting all day, no-vr that our kids are all gone.

Bertha:

Age 6 5 • Worked f'or a 1-1age :for tl..ro years prior to her marriage in 1944. Since then she has reared up ten children,
and has been a house\v.i:fe :for 37 years o:f her li:fe.

I was sixteen when I le:ft my :father's house and went to Stephenville.
I was after getting pregnant and was allowed to get away :from hone
i£ I stayed \-lith my brother. After having the baby, I started out
working at the cabins, doing general cleaning and then as a waitress
:for not a cent •. The Base was just about ready to gear up. I worked
there, at the cabins :for nearly :five years, never so much as getting
a higher wage. Hhen I met my husband, he was still working in the
woods, but shortly a:fter that, he got a job ,n_ th the Americans driving
heavy equipm.ent and ended up learning some kind o:f trade out o:f it.
I:f there's one thing I remember well it is that we weren't very well
o:f:f.
We had to stay with his mother for two whole years. vle had the
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:first two before we had some place of our own to go to:. Hind you, it
wasn't much. There was two tiny rooms, that's all, about the size
of' hal£ the kitchen here. Oh yes, I had my children all in a row.
Just like everybody else around here in Stephenville. I had ten
in all that lived, besides, of course, the two I lost as stillbirths.
You were practically pregnant all the time. You were darn lucky to
have a spell of a couple of' months in-between. I had the midwife
by for all of' them, excepting the last one when I had to go into the
hospital 'cause I almost died. I was all torn up inside, the doctor
said. But it was almost a £Ull two years before we scraped together
the $400 f'or my operation. I was so beat out f'rom it all, 'cause even
after the operation even when you lose half your organs, you couldn't
stop. Hy work was never done and I didn't even have any of' my female
relatives around like my mother had when I was a young girl. And it
was cold in that bungalow we had.
I recall putting a glass of" water
by one of the children's beds and the next morning you had a glass of
ice, so solid, like a rock it was. We had no chance ai~er the Base
came around here to grow fresh things with all those bigshots coming
in and :ma.ld.ng up rules that outlawed having chickens or even a milk
cow. And who coUld afford to buy frozen vegetables? It just didn't
make any sense to me, but what couJ.d a poor woman like myself' do with
such odds against you all the time. There \~as never any such thing
as a married woman going out to \rork, unless your kids were getting
up in age and there was a lot o£ work to be got in the to,v.n. The only
time it was good for work was when the Base was swinging and, for a
little while, when the Hill started in the early years of' the 1970's •
.Anyway, ho\~ could a mother like nzyself', with only grade four and no
one to look out to her kids, ever be anything besides a housewife.
The way I remember it, and it's not nuch dif'f'erent today, every woman
was pregnant, even those that weren 1 t married half' the time. I thi.nk
the men vTanted it that way to keep us; as the old saying goes: 11 pregnant and barefoot in the kitchentt. Well, as .for me, that 1 s about all
I ever did, I must say. But I couldn't turn down the mouth that f'ed
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me, now, could I?

Ny mother used to tell me to watch out 'cause I

was burning my candle on t'\lro ends.
ation.

I nearly went under after :my oper-

I guess I didn't stay o:f:f my .feet long enough or something.

Now I have those veins in my legs.
quickly, I expect.

From having so many kids too

What I look :foTivard to more than ever these days

is getting my old age persion, can you believe it?
a little cash all of my own.

Just so as to have

Last year I was really getting in the

dumps, no\.r that all my kids are gone and :my husband passed av1ay.
t-Tish, sometimes, I could \vork.

I would love that.

I

But here in

Stephenville, for heaven's sake, not even the young healthy girls
can :find some '\.Tork, let alone an aging woman like mysel:f.

Anne:

Age 38.

Deserted by her husband.

Hother o:f three children.

Had a job as domestic f'or tv1o years in the early 1970's, but
has since had to go on wel:fare.

I got married when I was 17.

I had just got my grade 11 and my :father

said to me, "lill right, my dear lady.

I can't support you no more,

so out you go or else go into the convent or something or other".
mom, she \-Touldn 1 t say a thing against my :father.
scared to death o:f him.
go his way.
truth.

~.Jell,

And

I guess she was

He had an awful temper when things didn't

I was kind o:f glad to be :free o:f him, to tell the

I heard over the radio that they needed an aid at Stephenville

hospital and so

o:f:f I went.

You could live in the hospital dorms,

so that solved the headache o:f getting

a place to sleep.

I was pretty

lonely, though, and I guess when I met George, who was a taxi driver

at the time, I didn't take my time but just rushed into ;marriage.

Now

that I think back on it, I don't think I would have gotten married
i.f I didn't :find mysel:f pregnant so soon.

}zy

I just didn't know the ropes.

:father used to say we were black-arding i:f anyone in the :family as

much as mentioned a private part o:f their body.

I was scared to death.
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What could I do but get married? We went secretly to the Justice
of the Peace so my old man would not prevent us, at least 'till the
baby was born. As it ended up, he made us marry over in the Catholic
Church. I was so embarassed about it all. Then I got pregnant twice
more before my husband and I really started to get on each other's
nerves. We never loved each other, to tell the truth. Not since the
day we was married did I trust him when he went out drinking with the
boys. I had it pretty darn hard, especially when he'd take to beating
on me £or some reason or other. I couldn't go outside the door on
the last when he'd accuse me of 'bagging around', me, of all people
who never had a spare moment to think, let alone look sidevtays at another man. I recall the t1me just be£ore he took off out of these
parts altogether. I was just about at the end o:.f my rope with his
drinking and my having to scrape to get by. It vras a cold 1...rinter day
and the girls had just come in the door :.from school. And there I was,
with my dress all raggedy from trying to get a1...ray from him. I felt
some bad in front o:.f the kids like that. But, he had tried to kill
me, to choke me with a piece of twine. I managed to get away and ran
next door without even my slippers on in the dead of' vTinter. Lucky
for me, I knew the lvoman and she let me i.n and barred him out. After
that, he just pulled out of here and, I say, good riddance. I haven't
heard tell of him since. \..Je don't even talk about it anymore and
just try and make do on the bit we have. A.t least we have peace and
quiet in the evenings so the kids can study their lessons. Some o:.f my
family say I'm too harsh these days. But, it is not a pleasant li.fe
here. He all know it. Sometin.es the women across the way come by for
tea and we talk about our pro ble:m.s. I let my daughter listen in too.
I want her to learn from my mistakes. \..Je all kno1...r that the only way

we are survi:v:J_ng right now is the money from \Jel:fare .for the kids.
l-lomen don't count in their books.

Vivian:

Age 24. Housewife and mother o:.f three small children.
settled from Central Newfoundland in the early 1970 1 s.

Re-
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Presently lives with he~ family in a lower class housing
unit on the Base.

I got married here in Stephenville• I met my husband here at the time
when I was working as a saleslady a.t A. L. Green 1 s when the rn al 1 first
started up around 1973. He wasn't Catholic but the priest agreed as
long as I signed that the kids wo~d be reared up Catholic. I didn't
find the :Mall a bad place to work, though you couldn't do very much
on $2.50 an ·hour. It was Xmpossible for a single girl to pay for her
own place on that amount. .And bet;:d.des, my father wouldn't hear tell
of an unmarried girl living by he~6el£. Well, that's all in the past
now. It's almost 5 years ago now that I got pregnant on my oldest.
My health wasn't the best, •cause ! always had problems ~dth my periods
and such. Since then, I have not worked, outside of' my housework and
the kids. I guess I'm pretty wel~ stuck here 'till they are grown-up.
Hy husband l.vould rather I stay w:tt.l'l them; he says it's my real place
in life. Well, considering my opt!ons, he's probably right, 'cause
a married woman with experience on cash has no go in getting a job
around Stephenville. The thing iS, it looks like my husband might
get laid-of'£ again and we already bad to go on welfare once before.
I£ I could even get the minimum wage, or even something part-time, it
would help towards the bills, perhaps even pay most of' the rent and
some towards the food ••• The :fi~st place we lived after we were
married was in those old apartments out on the highway. They're called
the Burton's Apartments. They were cold; they were freezing so much
that we had to take the baby in with us just to keep him warm. That
was where the worst off' families lived. We got out of' there as soon
as we could and moved into Silver's Apartmento, which wasn't a hell of
a lot better but at least it was off' the road. Actually, it was like
living in hell, so darn dirty and fUll o£ rats. There was no place
to even hang out your clothes. -vfhen the \-rind blew, your curtains
would come up into your place. one thing was sure: 1.-re never had to
worry about air conditioning. I still don't have any conveniences,

:i:f you lva.nt to know the truth.

I take my clothes to the laundry

when the car :is working, but now its on the blink, so I do most stuff
by hand.
.family.

I 1 ve had a lot o:f sickness in the past :four years in my
I guess that, plus being all alone in the house with the kids

and worrying, was the cause of: my nerves going on me last year.
just couldn't take it all anymore.

I

I never see a soul most of: the time.

And when my husband comes home, he usually flops on the couch f:rom
exhaustion.

He doesn't really see my problems, I don't think.

Hy

sister Dorothy is the only person I ever really conf:ided in and she is

in Alberta with her husband.

So, I keep everything to myself.

I did

try telling the doctor but he put me off: and said i t was all in my
head. I think what I really need is a job of some sorts, even if its
only on cash or waitressing.
in school.

But I only got as high as grade eight

Sometimes I wish I could have waited a little longer be-

fore I had my family but, being reared up a Catholic, you don't get to
know about anything before its too late.

~fuen

I met my husband, I

thought i:f he pulled out before he came it '\-Tould be alright.
I was dead wrong.

~Jell,

I never heard tell of getting an abortion until the

priest started lecturing us over the altar about it.
things about it, really.

I .feel mixed

One thing I ref:used to believe is that we

shouldn't be allowed to use birth control.

I don't think the priest

has any business telling us how many kids we can have.
who' s got to have them or f:eed them after.
little brighter around here.

He's not the one

I sure hope things get a

Seems like I 1 ve already suffered my

share, and I 1 m only 24 yet.

Janet:

Age 18.

Father is an alcoholic.

has been battered as a child.

Parents are separated.

She

Presently she is trying to .finish

her high school education at the Community College in the town.

I was always one to be to mysel.f; I didn 1 t '\-J"ant to comrmmicate much
with other people.

And I 1 m still like that today.

There was al-v1ays
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so much unhappiness in our house when I was young that I'd rather that
no one knel-t about my problems. I .figured it was not their business,
to put it bluntly. I was always a.fraid they were going to discover
vrhen my :father vias drinking he would beat on us. I thought they
would take us away and put us someplace in· St. John 1 s or something.
So I kept quiet. ~fu.enever my .father started drinking, he 1 d lose his
temper and get rowdy • • • I went to school to the nuns and, let me tell
you, they had their .favorites, there's no denying the .fact. I.f you
couldn't af.ford to dress up or pay to get in this and that, then they
would turn up their noses to you, the way I saw it, anyho1.r. vJhen I
started Junior High, it was still the same. They made us girls wear
skirts. Pants were out o.f the question. They spent hal.f the day lecturing us on how to dress and behave as proper Catholic young ladies.
Then, they would turn their backs on us when we really needed their
help. I.f you happened to get pregnant, .for instance, then 'out you
got to go'. You all o.f a sudden became a disgrace to their school.
T.he way I see the nuns and the priest is that they are only out .for
show, that' s about all. Take, .for example, the problems '\o/e girls have
with young fellows always trying to rise up our skirts and .feel us,
half the time you being on your period and all. I'll tell you about
one time when I was in grade seven. One o.f the fellows in grade ten
(he was a real bully) actually pushed me down on the cloakroom .floor
at lunch time and tried to tear o.f.f my clothes. There was a couple o.f
other .fellows with ~ and they wouldn't do a darn thing to get him
o.f£. The bell saved me 1 cause then everyone came in .for the afternoon
classes. I told the teacher and she said so much as it was my .fault.
That I had teased him. Boy, 1.ras I vrild. Arter that, I said the hell
with it. No one really gave a hoot i.f I quit anyways and it was just
impossible to study at home with the kind o£ .father I had. Around the
sa.Iile time one girl t-Jho was in the same class as me got raped outside
the Lions Club during a high school dance. Do you know what? They had
the gall to say that she invited it by being out past ten o'clock at
night. Another girl I knew in grade ll also got pregnant and her boyfriend took o.f.f to Alberta when he .found out. She never told no one
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else except him and me, not even her own mother.

She wore a tight

girdle and told everyone it was the junk £ood that made her put on
weight.

\ihat a shock her poor mother had when the time came to go

to the hospital..
a section.

She had some hard time o:f it and ended up getting

It was just around that time that my mother ran away.

I

saw it coming :for years and I really don 1 t blame her one bit to this
day.

I remember I!lom helping me out with my homework sometimes, and,

before you know it, the peace would be broken by the old man coming
and butting in to start a racket.
holic.

I'm sure he 1 s a con:firrned alco-

He drinks all ou:r money, he always did.

l·1om told me that

when we were babies she had to get diapers :for us by selling her
dresses.

~lhen

the old man went on a bender, you might as well sAy·

he was good :for two weeks o:f it.
boards went bare.
money.

Those were the times \>Then the cup-

Then mom would have to go to the Wel:fare :for food

God, the fellows in here are some brazen, just as childish

as when I \.Jas in High School.

The only way you can learn decently is

to hide away in the library somewhere.

Those guys are :forever trying

to put the makes on you and there's no limit to the vulgar language
they come up with.

Their mentality is that us girls are there :for them

to use, that's about the limit o:f it.

.And i£ you happen to mention

anything such as birth control or abortion, £or example, well you're
the laughing stock o£ them all then.
get pregnant, I say.
comes with experience.

It 1 s just too darn bad they can't

·.Je just turn our ears o:f£ to most o£ them.

It
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FOOTNOTES TO INTRODUCTION
1.

For a general discussion o£ this point see Ellen J-ilalos, ed.,
The Politics o£ Housework (London: Allison & Busby Ltd., 1980).
Also see Bonnie Fox, ed., Hidden in The Household: Women's
Domestic Labour Under Capitalism {Toronto: The Women's Press,
1980)..

2.

See, £or an exandnation o£ this problem, Veronica Beechey, 11 Some
Notes on Female Wage Labour", Capital and Class no. 3 (Autumn)
1977. Also see E. Boserup, Women's Role in Economic Development
(New York: Allen & Unwin, 1970).
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER ONE
1.

Hy knowledge o£ socialist f:eminism as a theory to understand the
specific prob1ems o£ labouring women was quite limited until after
I had completed my research on Stephenville women. Prior to entering the field I had read literature on the issue of motherhood
and reproduction, o£ course, but my theoretical understanding of
women's oppression and, in particular, my knowledge of a specific
framework through which to comprehend the personal experiences of
Newfoundland labouring women was weak. Instead, my course work
at the graduate level concerning social and economic development
had :focused mainly on the dependency model o:f development, based
on the work o£ dependency theorists such as Andre Gunder Frank
(see, :for example, his article, ucapitalism and Underdevelopment
in Latin .America" (~1onthly Review, 1967), and Sam:ir Amin, see his
article, nA.ccunnnulation on a World Scale" (Monthly Review, 1974).
This theoretical approach to understanding the for.m o:f capitalism
in Newfoundland left me with little means b,y which to conceptualize
about outport and working class women on the Island. I especially
:found this theoretical approach problematic in attempting to deal
with sex relations in the traditional patriarchal outport family
and the reproductive role of Newfoundland women in nonindustrial
periods of the Island's history. Thus, I was torn between my
limited theoretical understanding of women 1 s oppression and my
secondar.y knowledge.

2.

Through the reading o:f women 1 s history, for example, Mary Stanton,
The
l.ish Woman in Hi.sto
(London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd.,
1957 ; Juliet Mitchell and Ann Oakley, eds., The Rights and Wrongs
of Women (Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 18?6); R. Ba.pp,
E. Ross and R. Britenthal, 11 Examining Family History 11 , Feminist
Studies 5, no. l (Spring 1979) pp. 174-201; Adrienne Rich, Of
Woman Born (London: Virago, 1977); and Sheila Rowbotham, Woman's
Consciousness, Hen 1 s World (Middlesex, England: Penguin Books Ltd.,
1973). Moreover, my personal experiences as a woman growing up in
a labouring family in a Newfoundland community caused me to question the validity of dependency theory when applied to my own
society. I examine this problem in more detail below.

3.

See, for example, Noel Iverson and Ralph Matthews, Communities in
Decline: An Examination o:f Household Resettlement in Newfoundland
Newfoundland Social and Economic Studies, no. 6. St. John's, 1967;
Cato Wadel, }targina1 Adaptations and Modernization in Newfoundland.
New.f"oWldland Social and F.conomic Studies, St. John' s, 1969; Ot tar
Brox, A Sociology of Economic Dualism. Newformdland Social and
Economic Studies, 1.972; and John Szwed, Private Cultures and Public
Imagery: Interpersonal Relations in a Newfoundland Peasant Society,
Institute of Social and Economic Research, St, John 1 s, 1966.
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See s. Antler, "Colonial exploitation and economic stagnation in
nineteenth century Newfoundland" (unpublished Ph.D. thesis,University o:f Connecticut, 1975); David Alexander, "Development and
Dependence in Newfoundland, 1880-1970u, Acadiensis,IV (1974); James
Overton, "Towards a Critical Analysis o:f Nee-Nationalism in Newfoundland11, in Underdevelo ment and Social Movements in Atlantic
canada, Robert Byrm and James Sacouman, eds. 1 Toronto: New Hogtown
Press, 1979).
A few attempts to correct and broaden our understanding of women's

reproductive and productive role in Newfoundland have been made.
See Ellen Antler, "Women's Work in Newfoundland Fishery Families".
Paper presented at the conference, Research on Women: Current
Proiects and Future Directions, held at Mount Saint Vincent University, Hali:fax. Nova Scotia, Nov., 1976; Hilda Chaulk Hurray,
More Than 50 ?o: ~omen's Li:fe in a Newfoundland Outport, 1900.!22Q (St. John's: Breakwater Books Ltd., 1979; and Adrien Tanner,
"Putting Out and Taking Out : The Social Formation of Non-Capitalist
Enclaves", Paper presented at the conference, New Directions in
Structural Analysis, 1978.

6.

For example, there is a noticable absence o:f theoretical debate
over such issues as the nature o:f childrearing, o:f the politics
o:f housework, o:f the institution o:f the :family and motherhood, o:f
the politics o:f reproduction, and also o:f the role of the New:foun~
land and Canadian state and women. The major theoretical developments concerning these issues have been made elsewhere recently
by feminists involved in sociological and anthropological research,
especially in Britain. See, :for a general discussion o:f some o:f
these issues: Ellen V~os, ed., The Politics o:f Housework (London:
Allison and Busby Ltd., 1980); A. Kuhn and A.M. Wolpe, eds.,
Feminism and Materialism (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978);
Elizabeth Wilson, Women and the Wel:fare State (London: Tavistock,
1977); Peter .Aaby, 11 Etlgels and Women" in Critique o:f Anthropology
9&10, vol. 3, 1977. For the most recent coverage o£ these issues
see Michele Barrett, Women' s
ression Toda : Problems in ~1arxist
Feminist Analysis (London: Villers Publications Ltd., 1980 •

7.

The roost thorough discussion o£ the origins and problems o£ this
£orm o£ :feminism that I am aware of is Zillah Eisentein 1 s recent
bookt The Radical Future o:f Liberal Feminism (New York: Longman,
1981.).

8.

I am using ureproductiontr in· a much broader sense than most dependency theorists use it, that is, with three di£:ferent levels o£
meaning: Social reproduction; reproduction o£ the labour :force
(on a daily and generational level); and biological reproduction.
This broader definition of reproduction is also used by F. Edholm,
o. Harris and K. Young, 11 Conceptuali.zing Women", Critique o:f Anthropo~ogY 9 & 10, vol. 3 (1977) pp. 101-130.

9.
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The .form o.f .family created by urban industrial growth, o.f course,
depended considerably on the kind of city or town the working
class lived in. In New.foWldland, in the paper and mining towns,
.for example, the sexual division o:f labour was particularly rigid,
with males doing heavy physical labour and married women working
inside their home doing housework, child bearing and rearing. In
the commercial city of St. John's, female labour participation
was considerably higher, though women still had to bear the burdens o.f domestic labour and child care, the other side o.f their
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extraordinari1y difficult task for one person alone. It
requires a committed, attentive eye and experience in predicting the weather ••• the curing process also requires
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25.
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the Land Settlement in Newfoundland, St. John's, 1938.

27.

See chapter £our .for more detail o£ the situation of Stephenville
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28.

Source:

29.
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female doctors. As .far back as in 1890 many American states
the vote. See ~.D. Koontz, The Best Kept Secret o.f the
Years: Women are Read .for Leadershi in Education
Phi Delta Kappa Educational Foundation, 1972) pp.25.27.

Census o.f Newf'oundland, 1934.

Census of Newfoundland, 1945.

The Canadian system o:f social. wel.fare, which Newfoundland adopted
in 1949 when it joined confederation with Canada, rests somewhere

between the British and American systems o:f social assistance.
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Specif'ically, the Canadian f'ederal government transfers to the
provincial. governments various social rrbenef'its 11 : family allowance {or Babw Bonus), allowances f'or single mothers, old age
pensions, unemployment insurance, and for those who have no other
means for subsistence, public assistance (or, "The Welfare").
Also in Canada by the late 1960's a f'ederal medicare system was
established which provided for each Canadian citizen f'ree health
care in various areas as: hospi tal.ization, some drug coverage,
annual check-ups, pre-natal care, and so forth. Finally, in
1969 1 birth control pills were also partly covered under the
medicare plan and therapeutic abortion was made available at
certain Canadian hospitals.
,30.

See Richard Gwyn, Smal 1 wood: The Unlikely Revolutionary (Toronto:
McClelland and steward Ltd., 1968) Ch. 14.

.31.

Helen HcKilligan outlines these overall aims of' the organization
in "Deliveries in Teenagers at a Newfoundland General. Hospital.",
Canadian Association Journal, vol.. 1.18, PP• 1.225-1254 •

.32.

The Newfoundland birth rate dropped f'rom 24 per 1,000 :in 1972 to
18 per 1,000 in 1977. Information £rom Helen HcKilligan, ibid.

.33.

In the community of' Woody Point on the Northern Peninsula of' the
Island, women did in £act manage to have equal representation on

a .few of' the projects. Why and how this was possible I discuss
4 1 pp. 159-160. For a detailed discussion of' the
social function of' make-work schemes, especially concerning social
control. of' the working class, see James Overton, "Unemployment,
Social Unrest and Social Control: A Discussion of' Make-Work
Schemes" 1 Center f'or Newfoundland Studies 1 }1emorial University,
St. John's, Newfoundland, 1977 •

in n. 24 1 Ch.

.34.

To quote f'rom a still unpublished article about craft production
in NewfoWldland by Isabella St. John:
Since the onus of' the house and f'am:ily care f'alls on
women, their ability to take a job outside the home
is limited. The difficulties of doing all the housework plus .finding and paying babysitters are often too
great. Compared to these difficulties, craft production
at home, even at a dollar an hour, is a good deal. But
compared to the provincial minimum wage of' $3.50 per hour,
or the $8 - $16 charged by tradesmen, it's a pretty bad
deal. For these women it is a way of making money where
there is no other way.

35.

In trying to make sense of' how the present economic recession
and conservati~e groups have a.ff'ected working class and rural
women, I have been meeting with a small group of' St. John's
women. We have a dual purpose: .first, to discuss why the formal
women's organizations have consistently .failed to meet the needs
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of poor women; and second, to also discuss why the Left-organized
labour, unempl9~ent groups (eg. Newfoundland Association for
Full-Employment), and 14ar.xists associated with the university
have failed to understand the particular problems women face
concerning sexual exploitation and working the double-shift.
Our small col.l.ective has al.so been working to put together a
small pamphlet on what we see as some of the crucial areas needing
attention: an historical understanding of women's productive and
reproductive labour in Newfoundland; the situation of welfare
women; women and state legislature; women and crafts; female
workers in fish plants and an understanding of what specific
rights as a Canadian citizen working class women are entitled
to. For further detail on methodology see my conclusion.
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2.

Source:

Census of' Ne'\off'oundJ.and, 1901.
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Source: Annual Report of' the Registrar o:f Births, Harriages, and
Deaths, NeHf'oundland Government, st. John's, 1900.
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a relatively lover death rate. In 1901 in the district of St.
George's, the death rate was 10.75 percent while in St. John's it
was nearly doubled this :figure at 2l.S9 percent.
Source: Annual Report of' the Registrar o:f Births, Harriages and
Deaths, Newfoundland Government, 1900. I discuss the reasons f'or
this later in this chapter.
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For a breakdown o£ the male population of' rural Stephenville in r egard to gain:ful employment, see Census o:f Neu:founcUand, 1901.

7.
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North Eastern United States, to 'tvhere, in the early 1900 1 s, many
male New.:foundlanders migrated f'or labour vrork in coal mines and
factories.

8.

These were fairly rich fishing grounds about twenty-five to thirty
miles by water £rom the village. Often the fishermen never returned
home for weeks, especially during the peak months of the season.

9.

Source:

Census of: Newfoundland, 1921.

10. The men averaged $2.00 - ~~3.00 a cord o£ 1-rood cut. The output per
man varied from a hal£ cord to three cords a day, with the average
being about a cord and a haJ.f'. This Has not take-home noney, since
60 cents a day had to come out o£ a man's earnings for board in the
bunkhouse, and another fifty cents a month £or the doctor's fee. As
\ve shall see belm..;, this situation vrorsened in the late 1920 1 s. ~.1
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Source o£ information: Richard Clark, Newfoundland 1934-1949:
A Study o£ the Commission o£ Government and Confederation with
Canada, Ph.D. Thesis, University o£ Cali£ornia, Los Angles
(June, 1951).
11.

Source:

Census o£ Newfoundland, 1901.

12.

Definition given in Census o£ Newfoundland, 1945, p. XIV.

13.

Source:

Census o£ Newfoundland, 1901.

14.

Source:

Census o£ Newfoundland, 1901.

15.

Prior to 1940 there was one doctor £or every 4,000 Newfoundlanders, and very few areas o£ the Colony had district health nurses
until 1938. At this date, the Cottage Hospital $ystem was set
up by the Commission o£ Government. But even by 1940 there were
still only forty district nurses £or the entire Island and
Labrador, Source: Richard Grant, op.-.ait.~ n. 10, p. 35.

16.

In 1934, £or example, the Infant Mortality Rate was 91.0 per
1,000 live births. The Maternity Death Rate was nearly 4.5
percent. Source: Census o£ Newfoundland, 1934.

17.

For an example o£ this see sources inn. 3 1 chapter one, p. 153,
For a more critical 1ook at the institution o£ the family and
women's role in it, see R. Rapp, E. Ross and R. Britenthal,
"Examining Family History", Feminist Studies 5, no. 1 (Spring)
1979. Also see, Kathleen Gough, "An Anthropologist Looks at
Engels 11 , in Nona Glazer-1-lalbin and Helen Youngelson Waehrer, eds. ,
Women in a 1-ian-l.fa.de World (Chicago: Rand McNally & Co., 1972),
PP• 107-118.

18.

Information found in Richard Gwyn, Smallwood: The Unlikely
Revolutionary (Toronto: Jv1cLelland and Stewart Ltd., 1968).

19.

See J,H. Gorvin, Report on the Land Settlement in Newfoundland,
Government o£ Newfoundl.and, St. John's , 1938.

20.

Source: Annual Report o£ the Registrar o£ Births, 1-'larriages and
Deaths, Newfoundland Government, St. John's, 1934.

21.

Ibid., 1930-1940.

22.

Source:

23.

Quoted £rom George Whiteley, 11 New£oundland, North Atlantic Rampart",
The National Geographic Magazine (Jan, - June, 1941) p. 129.
The census also gives evidence £or this high rate o£ emigration

Census o£ Newfoundland, 1934.
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{2,058 in 1940). There was no emigration for the eight years
prior to the War. Instead, there was a steady inflow of Newfoundlanders back home that was nearly one-third the population
growth each year throughout the 1930's.
Source: Annual Report of the Registrar General o£ Births, Marriages
and Deaths, Newfoundland Government, Dec., 1945.
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pp. 555-560.
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HcClelland and Stew-ard Ltd., 1968).

4.

Source: Peter Ba.1tensperger, HLife in Stephenville", The Atlantic
Advocate (Dec., 1970).

5.

Richard Gwyn, op.cit., n. 3.

6.

For example, while the average Newfoundland maJ.e labourer recei.ved
~ per hour, his Canadian counterpart received, on an average,
$1.20 per hour. ~ contrast, the average Newfoundland woman serving
in the Mess Halls received $8 per ~~ while her Canadian counterpart received 60 ¢ per hour. Source: Review of Man-Hours and
Hourly Earnings: 1945-1958, Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Labour
Division, Canada (Oct., 1959).
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7.

Source:

Census of Newfoundland, 1945.

8.

In comparison to the situation of labouring women during the Depression years, by 1945 a number o:f things had changed. For one thing,

the death rate had decreased. Also, the birth rate showed a significant increase by 1945, :from a 11 low 11 o:f 23 per 1,000 in 1934, to a
high o:f 36.3 in 1945. Moreover, the marriage rate, at least in the
area under study, had not risen significantly since the Depression
years. In :fact, the illegitimacy rate had nearly doubled in the ten
year period. Thus we can assume that the number o:f single mothers
increased during the war. The reasons why this might be so are discussed in another section o:f this chapter. In addition, due to the
:fatal casualties .from the War, the number of widowed women also had
increased by 1945. Source: Census o:f Newfoundland, 1945.
9.

Source:

Census o:f New:foundland, 1945.

10. See Richard Gwyn, op.cit., n. 3.
ll. For a general discussion o:f this elsewhere see, :for example, Hannah
Gavron, The Captive Wife: Conflicts o:f Housebound Mothers (Middlesex:
Penguin Books Ltd., 1966). Also see Jessie Bernard, Women, Wives and
Hothers : Values and Options (Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co. , 1975) •
12. Source: 11 Stephenvllle and the Port au Port Peninsula: a preliminary
statement on the problems and possibilities of the newly designated
A.R.D.A. study region 11 , Newfoundland Department of Economic Development, A.R.D.A.~ St. John's, Newfoundland, 1964.

13.
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For a discussion of this rule in other Welfare States see Elizabeth Wilson, Women and the Welfare State (London: Tavistock
Publications,
1977), pp. 80-1., 153. For a more theoretical
discussion of the cohabitation rule, see l{ichel.e Barrett, Women's
0 ression Toda : Problems in lvlarxist Feminist Anal sis (London:
Villers Publications Ltd., 1.980 Ch. 7, pp. 227-247.
For a detailed discussion of this specific program and some of its
effects on the resettled communities, see Noel Iverson and Ralph
Hatthews, Communities in Decline (The Institute of Social and Economic Research, Hemorial University, st. John's, Newfoundland,l968).

15.

Source: 11 Harmon Stephenville Development Plan: Phase I 11 , Acres
Research and Plann:ing Ltd. (Toronto: The Arcade Building, 1971.).

16.

See Peter Bal.tensperger, op.cit., n. 4.

17.

The profound social and economic consequences of this event have
been deLailed by Iverson and }mtthews, op.cit., n. 1.4, pp. 151-153.

1.8.

In actual fact, many communities were coerced to resettle. Electricity, telephones, schools, churches, mail. services, and so
forth were either removed outright or cut· baok on to such a degree
that families had to resettle.

19.

Source:

20.

Ibid.

21.

This information was given to me b.y a female instructor at the
Center who is presently trying to initiate changes in the school
curriculum which will allow women to enroll in trades courses in
non-traditional fields. But the contemporary situation is still
quite bleak, as she notes:

Census Statistics for Newfoundland Communities, 1961.,1971..

So far few women have taken advantage of this opportunity,
largely because they are smart enough to know that they will
probably never get hired on as a truck driver, for example,
or as an electrician. Added to all. this is the fact that it's
pretty rough trying to take a trade in a classroom with a
bunch of these fellows from around here.

22.

For an examination of" similar problems facing working class women
elsewhere, see Jean NcCr:indle and Sheila Rowbotham, eds., DutifUl
Daughters (London: Al.len Lane, Penguin, l.977) and Hargery Spring
Rice, World -Class Wives: Their Health and Conditions (Hiddlesex,
England: Penguin Books Ltd. , 1939 •

23.

An uno£f:ic:ial. statistic given to me by· a sympathetic social worker
:in Stephenv:ille demonstrates that 47 percent of all .Camil:ies on long-

term social assistance were :in fact women-headed families. For a discussion of the H.femin:izat:ion of poverty" :in the u.s. see Isabel.
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Sawhill, n Discrimination and Poverty Among Uom.en \·lho Head
Families", in \·lomen and the 1-lorkplace, ed., :Hartha Blaxall and
Barbara Regan (Chicago Press: University of Chicago, 1975).

24.

The male hegemony in .family planning and women's health is being
challenged in at least one Newfoundland community. ~·!omen in
the village of Woody Point (about 150 km north o£ Stephenville),
have recently gained considerable control over their reproductive
lives. The local medical clinic is operated by a female doctor
and nurse team who are attempting an alternative approach to
medicine. Their emphasis is on prevention and on staying healthy,
rather than on the more typical way o:f 11 treating 11 women by medical
pro:fessionaJ.s. In particular: l. The high instance o:f sterilization among H'oody Point t-.rom.en has been queried by the health
workers. Today tubal ligations and hysterectonies are presented to
local t.fomen as last options, rather than as the only method of'
limiting .family size. Thus, the option .for having another child
at a later date is left open and the need .for surgery is reduced;
2. the health workers attempt to bring their medical advice and
care to the women themselves, as well as having v1omen visit the
clinic. Older women who .find it di.f.ficult to seek medical care are
given checkups in their own homes. Pregnant women and new mothers
are also visited at home if' they are unable to travel to the clinic.
All women in the conmnnity are encouraged to receive regular examinations to take advantage o.f pre-natal care, to discuss family planning, to have a.nnual pap smears, and so .forth. Essentially, there
is a continuous interchange bet-vTeen the health care workers and the
local women, similar in many ways to the traditional relationship
the midwi£e had 1.dth her 11 patients"; 3. the high instance of'
(especially middle aged) women's dependency on such depressant drugs
as valium has been reduced. Instead, women are encouraged to get
involved in community activities, to apply to the government £or
work grants, to use their talents and skills -- in spinning, \-leaving,
knitting, gardening and the like -- to make and sell the products
of' their labour. 4. Church and State control over women 1 s biological reproduction has been challenged. Birth control inf'onnation and services are made available to all ,.romen, regardless of'
their religion, age, marital status or class. State organizations
such as Planned Parenthood have not been established in Woody
Point, but nevertheless the women there feel that their needs are
adequately taken care of' without outside organizations. As one
vloody Point 't-toman put it, HThe doctor and nurse here mix up birth
control with all your other problems, so everything gets settled
all in the run of' a visit. It's nice having them so close by and,
since· they are women like the rest o:f us, you .feel less shy n;
finally, the insufficient educational programs provided by the
Island's Denominational School System in regard to human sexuality
has been contested. The doctor and nurse work together in attempting to challenge the common assumption of' H.female virginity11 pre-
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vailing in the community. They have organized a comprehensive
human sexuality program £or all school children over eleven years.
Horeover, these health workers are reaching out into the community as 1.-rell, holding public meetings Hith parents, showing
films on their subjects, and, as inporta..l'l.tly, are encouraging
Hoody Point males -- married and non-married -- to seek contraceptive information and services.

(1.70)
FOOTNOTES:

CONCLUSION

l.

Particularly useful for me concerning working class women's exploitation has been the work of socialist feminists such as
Veronica Beechey, "Some Notes on Female Wage Labour 11 , Capital and
Class no. 3 (Autumn) 1977; Jean Gardiner,nwomen in the Labour
Process and Class Structure tt, in Alan Hunt, ed., Class and Class
Structure (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1977); Annette Kuhn and
Ann Harie ~lople, eds., Feminism and Materialism (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1978); and, in particular, H.ichele Barrett, Women's
0 ression Tod
: Problems in 1-larxist-Feminist Anal. sis (London:
Villers Publications Ltd., 1980 •

2.

Precisely what meaning upatriarchy" and the 11 patriarchal family 11
have in regard to feminist analysis is still disputed among social.ist
feminists themselves. For a brief exploration o£ this dispute see
Sheila Rowbotham, "The trouble with 1 patriarchy'
New Statesman,
21/28 (Dec., 1979) and for a reply to Rowbothmm's article, see
Sally .Alexander and Barbara Taylor, urn defence of' 'patriarchy I II
New Statesman (Feb. l, 1980). For a detailed description of the
patriarchal family as I understand it in this study, see B. Easton,
u Feminism and the Contemporary Family" 1 Socialist Review 8, no. 39
(Nay-June, 1978) and also see David Morgan, Social Theory And The
Family (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1975).

u,

3.

I found the impetus to write this section on how I arrived at doing
feminist research in my former hometown, in part, through my reading
of' Liz Stanley's and Sue Wise's article, 11 Feminist Research,
Feminist Consciousness and Experiences of' Sexism", Department of
Sociology, University of' J.ianchester, l•'lanchester, U.K., April, 1979.

4.

For professional reasons, my advisor lef't f'or a year shortly thereafter.

5.

For example, ~·Jilliam Foote \Vhyte, tt Observational Field-Work ~·1ethods
in Marie Jahoda, Morton Deutsch, and Stuart Cook, eds., Research
Hethods in the Social. Sciences (New York: Dryden Press, 1951);
Howard Becker, The Outsiders (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press,
1963); and also Howards. Becker and Blanche Geer, "Participant
Observation and Interviewing: A Comparison, 11 Human Organization,
vol. 16, no. 3 (Fall, 1957).

n,
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