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Aspects of Socio-Economic Success 
in a Labrador Village

Frank E. Southard
Memorial U ni versity of N ewfoundland

History and Development of the Community

Port Hope Simpson, the community which is the 
focus of this study, is located on Labrador’s south 
coast about halfway between the southern tip of 
Labrador and Hamilton Inlet. Communities in what 
is now politically subdivided as the Eagle River Dis­
trict hâve unique features setting them apart from 
those of other régions in Labrador. The most out- 
standing feature is the settlement pattern. Most of its 
2 500 inhabitants of less than a dozen winter settle- 
ments disperse to over 35 “summer stations” at the 
onset of the fishing season (Decks Awash, 1979:2). 
The practice of seasonal transhumance is as old as the 
communities themselves and factors which hâve affec- 
ted other areas of Labrador such as commercial ore 
discoveries, or proximity to a military base, both of 
which bring a transient population, hâve not occur- 
red, leaving this area little changed in over 200 years of 
White settlement. Also, there is no spatial division of 
the community into Inuit or Indian and Anglo-Euro- 
pean settler sections as there is in the north.

Port Hope Simpson, located 26 miles up the 
Alexis River, is a relatively new community. First 
settled in 1934 when J.O.Williams from Cardiff, 
Wales began a timber operation to eut pitprops for 
British mines, Port Hope Simpson answered a need 
for wage employment caused by scarcity of fish and 
low prices in the depressed market (reportedly 85e per 
quintal - then 112 lbs.). The news spread by word of 

mouth or notices posted in Newfoundland telegraph 
offices that the Labrador Development Company was 
hiring men for woods work in Alexis Bay which came 
to be known as Port Hope Simpson in 1941. The 
community developed around the woods operation. 
The Company built and operated a store, school and 
hospital, and “stud houses” were rented to employ­
ées. Informants estimate there were 600 employées 
and their families. Although there was a call in 1945 
for 2 000 more men (Evening Telegram, July 7, 1945:3) 
the Company declared bankruptcy in 1947. Subse- 
quently, about forty families left the community.

Small timber operations were run for 
Newfoundland markets at various times until 1962 
when Bowater’s of Newfoundland, Ltd. beganapulp- 
wood operation. Due to a forest fire in 1959, a twenty- 
two mile haul road was built in order to reach profi­
table timber stands but, again, the operation failed 
and was withdrawn. No timber is eut for export today.

The size and permanence of Port Hope Simpson 
resulted in government financial assistance for the 
development of facilities. A subsidized air mail ser­
vice was begun in theearly 1950’s. In thedecade of the 
sixties, the main road and bridge were widened to take 
vehicular trafflc; a government wharf was built; 
Newfoundland Hydro generating plant installed; and 
téléphoné service made available. In the seventies, 
medical services were vastly improved with a clinic 
permanently staffed with two nurses and periodic 
visits are made by a dentist, eye specialist, and public 

56 CULTURE I (1), 1981



health nurse. Two community council members were 
provided when it became incorporated. A télévision 
booster station was set up. About a dozen privately 
owned wells were drilled with government assistance 
and two school buildings were constructed.

In the post-Confederation era a welfare state was 
introduced. A welfare officer/social worker visits the 
community monthly. Unemployment Insurance 
Compensation (UIC) is paid to those qualifying by 
accumulating enough stamps for the sale of fish. A 
Canada Works Grant has provided paid employment 
for a number of ‘winter works projects,’ including a 
‘twine loft,’ community hall, marine haulout, slip- 
way, and brush clearing operations. As throughout 
the province, government bounties are paid to help 
defray the cost of building motorboats and longliners. 
Assistance has been given for the purchase of fishing 
gear.

The community facilities and benefïts hâve the 
effect of retaining people. However, it is still a 
“winter community.” Allegiance to the traditional 
fishery did not die with the presence of woods opera­
tions offering year round, long term employment. 
With the exception of only a handful of men, residents 
continued to make the annual move ‘outside’ to their 
summer homes. While many worked in the woods in 
winter, they still retained their identity as Labrador 
fishermen and did not convert entirely to wage labour 
to the exclusion of subsistence activities either as 
fishermen or li'.mbermen. The seasonal cycle is an 
intrinsic part of the lifestyle. Consequently, woods 
work was looked upon as supplementary income to a 
broader subsistence pattern. Today, there are only 9 
households involved in sawmill work for local sales.

Port H ope Simpson Today

The winter population of 555 occupies 101 
households in separate dwellings. The summer popu­
lation dwindles to less than 100. Few men are engaged 
in only one économie activity or receive income from 
only one source. For instance, one fisherman opérâtes 
a sawmill, collects UIC, and receives welfare at certain 
times of the year. Further, few heads of households 
are the sole supporters, sons being part of the fishing 
crew or single mothers receiving welfare payments 
while living with parents. 65 households are engaged 
in the fishery, 55 expect to claim UIC, and 65 receive 
welfare payments for one reason or another. Only a 
very few are engaged in other occupations. Table 1 
indicates the number of households engaged in the 
various sources of income.

64 per cent of ail households receive partial or 
continuai welfare through the household head and/or 
other members. There are 81 potential récipients. 12 
are unmarried mothers, 14 are seasonally unemployed 
nonfishermen, 9 receive long term assistance for 

disability, 16 are able bodied constant récipients, and 
30 fishermen receive periodic assistance. Most skip­
pers of fishing crews who must buy their equipment 
apply for short term social assistance between the end 
of the fishing season in September or October and the 
arrivai of the first UIC chèque around the first of 
December.

TABLE I

Fishing ............................................................................... 65
Sawmill work .......................................................................9
Carpenters, boat builders ................................................. 5
Pool hall owners ...................................................................2
Fur trappers .........................................................................6
Store owners .........................................................................4
Newfoundland Hydro employées ................................... 3
Gov’t. functionaries, E.G. Wharfinger,

community council members, dev. assn.
member, road workers ................................................... 6

Schoolteachers ................................................................... 13
Nurses ...................................................................................2
Number expecting to claim UIC ......................................55
Partial and continuai welfare récipients ..........................65

In this area of high unemployment and under- 
employment, économie achievement is not the only 
criterion for social status. There is a sharp distinction 
between those families holding high status and those 
of low status, with seemingly few “middle ground” 
families. Yet, each group recognizes the community 
définition of success. People are regarded as either 
‘successful’ or ‘unsuccessfuf by others as well as 
themselves.

The Success Model

Although the term ‘success’ is elusive and can 
never be precisely measured, it means more than 
simply holding a high status. Success is attaining that 
status so endeared by the community in spite of the 
fact that a number of prerequisites make upward 
social mobility impossible for everyone. A man is not 
judged in his own right, but against those who can 
directly influence him and give him advantages. A son 
is measured against his father. For example, a man 
who earns his living by fishing in the summer and 
collecting UIC in the winter is more likely to be 
thought of as a success if his father had been conti- 
nuously on welfare than if his father fished, logged, 
owned a store, and ran a trapline. But whether success 
is measured intergenerationally by mobility of son 
over father or intragenerationally by a rise to higher 
respectability, success has to be recognized by other 
people.

As previously stated, économie success is not 
necessarily social success. Instead there is a combina­
tion of several social and économie traits which mark 
success. Some may be judged more important than 

57



others, but no one is necessary and ail are sufficient. A 
man is considered successful in Port Hope Simpson if 
he has a réputation of being a ‘hard worker,’ is inde- 
pendent of assistance either from the Government or 
from his peers, and maintains an economically viable 
family unit. He is known for his capability, skills, and 
knowledge pertaining to his occupation (s)—yet his 
work efforts are not restricted to specialized skills but 
extend to ail seasonal activities commonly undertaken 
by members of the community. His first committ- 
ment is to the security of his immédiate family and his 
loyalties to them extend beyond those to his work 
mates outside the family circle or to his compeers. He 
possesses the Christian virtues of tempérance, genero- 
sity, perseverance, and honesty; he is sincere in both 
his religious and secular life.

Conversely, a man is not regarded as successful if 
he is not seen exerting the unspecified amount of work 
time or has the réputation of engaging in “idle” 
behaviour. If he has not become totally “involved” 
with the pursuit of the work ethic, he has not suc- 
ceeded. He may indulge in excesses such as too much 
drinking, too much leisure, too much dependence on 
welfare, etc. Moreover, he is not hooked in to the 
communication network of the successful; he has no 
information to offer concerning the quantity of fish 
another has caught, new Fisheries régulations, nor 
can he discuss a fishing strategy; he has no advice to 
give. He may not hâve failed but he has not succeeded. 
In this sense, the opposite of success is not failure, but 
non-success.

I hâve been speaking of success in relation to 
men, speciftcally as heads of households. The house- 
hold and individuals in the household tend to be 
judged according to the status of the primary provi­
der. Wives are engaged in identical activities regard- 
less of the socio-economic position of their husbands. 
Children do not gain status by the quality of their 
schoolwork so much as the degree to which they emu- 
late the work output of their parents. Men of retire- 
ment âge are excused from the full work regimen if 
they hâve been known as hard workers in their 
younger years, although most continue to work if they 
hâve in the past, even though “only playing at it;” 
their status has already been earned. Since success as I 
hâve deftned it is a dynamic status, it is identified with 
those who are in a position to rise socially and econo­
mically. This generally limits application of the suc­
cess model to men at a stage in the developmental 
cycle which permits them économie control over 
themselves and their households.

The degree of économie control that one has 
varies enormously. It is dépendent on a number of 
materialistic variables such as the location of the fish- 
ing station, property and skills inherited, number of 
children eligible for membership in the fishing crew, 
and the connections one has to outside information 

which would provide financial benefit. These vari­
ables are not subject to complété control by an indi­
vidual. However, becoming successful is more than 
being in propitious material circumstances; it is mas- 
tery of a variable that is socially recognized as being 
controllable and that is the work effort expended 
toward making a living. Whether a man actually has 
control over his work effort is immaterial. Material 
circumstances may influence économie success, but 
work is what causes it.

The emphasis on work as a standard of évaluation 
in another Newfoundland community has been de- 
scribed by Wadel:

It is through his work, in the form of a job or 
self-employment, that a man earns his living and it is bv 
earning his living that a man daims reciprocity in relation to 
society and independence in relation to his peers. Work 
gives a man the position of provider for his family, and work 
is the major légitimation for the acquisition of material 
goods. Work, then, puts a man in a complementary posi­
tion: it gives him status in relation to the family, the commu­
nity, the economy, and the politv. Ail these may be regarded 
as positive values and meanings of work Vé'adel 1973: J08).

Community Factions

Since the social récognition of success is more than 
estimating relative économie position, becoming suc­
cessful is a political process. There are, in fact, 
separate networks of interpersonal relations which act 
to keep the successful apart from the non-successful. 
Gossip tends to be directed toward individuals com- 
prising a sub-grouping having common features, such 
as lack of fishing success, avoidance of work, depen­
dence on the welfare System, or participation in a 
religious dénomination. Such groupings may be 
termed “factions” according to the usage of Silverman 
and Salisbury who state “that it is that part of the 
political process within a community which is char­
acterized by the interaction and confrontation of mul­
tiple non-corporate sub-groupings” ( 1977: 6).

Factions are organized around two principles; 
the degree to which the work ethic is embraced and 
participation in a religious dénomination. Histori- 
cally, the amount of physical work was directly pro- 
portional to his and his family’s security. Thus, work 
is considered proof of a man’s worth. Overt political 
positions such as Community Council members do 
not make a man automatically successful, nor are the 
positions coveted. The only two “desk jobs”, exclud- 
ing schoolteachers, are not prestigious. Schoolteach- 
ers and nurses do hold a high status, but it is a separate 
status from the rest of the community and was unat- 
tainable to local residents until recently.

However, work does not hâve to be restricted to 
the fishery or even to paid labour to be socially 
approved. The fact that residents are not occupation- 
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ally mobile suggests an explanation for the évaluation 
of a man on the amount of physical work he does, 
rather than what occupation he holds. As long as a 
man is seen contributing to his own and his family's 
independence, he is legitimated; independence is 
highly valued and has never been given up for the sake 
of steady wages such as that offered by woods work. 
The moral community has formed around the quality 
of independence. Whereas UIC payment has a posi­
tive connotation because of the work required to 
obtain it, welfare has a négative connotation because 
its concomitant of idleness poses a threat to the moral 
community. The income earned by a marginally pro­
ductive fisherman is sometimes less than that of a 
welfare récipient. One man stated, “To tell the truth, 
I get more when I’m on welfare than when I’m at 
fishing.’’ The fact that this is not the usual case does 
not lessen the effect knowledge that this can occur has 
on local ideology. The split in the moral community 
has developed into factions of those who ‘work hard' 
and those who do not (cf. Wadel, 1973:111).

On one hand are the workers—labouring from 
before daylight to after dark during the fishing season, 
continuing minor work activities when thev move 
“back to the bay,” and taking pride in staying off 
welfare. On the other are men who do not exert the 
unspecified amount of work time and rely wholly or 
partially on welfare. People in this category do not 
socialize with the workers for the most part, and 
spend a larger portion of their time at “idle” conversa­
tion during “working hours,” remaining around the 
house during the day, and sleeping later in the 
morning.

The line between workers and non-workers is not 
always visible in Port Hope Simpson because of the 
overlap in income and because of the availability of 
material products to both groups. In “outside” com- 
munities, however, a quick look at the quantity of sait 
fish bulk stored in the stages proves the contrast be­
tween successful and unsuccessful fishermen, al- 
though energies may be directed toward the salmon, 
herring or fresh fish market. For example, at the end 
of the season, one skipper and two other crewmen sold 
only 20 quintals of sait fish, whereas another crew of 
the same size sold 260 quintals plus 15 000 pounds of 
fresh fish, 1000 pounds of salmon, and one barrel of 
herring.

Conflict between factions not only takes the form 
of gossip, but accusations of petty theft, theft of fish 
from cod traps, and destruction of fishing equipment. 
One man daims to hâve lost $5000 worth of gill nets 
eut or stolen, which he attributes to the jealousy of 
“lazy men.”

The unemployed express the sentiment that their 
lifestyle is less than idéal. One man who was on wel­
fare typified others in his position when he said, 
“ You’re not so happv when you’re on thé dole as when 

you’re working.” Others reflected a desire to achievea 
sense of personal worth by conforming to the commu­
nity work standard. Their situation is not always one 
of free choice due to a number of reasons. However, 
simply the lack of any possibility for finding immé­
diate employment or intensifying employment is not 
regarded as an excuse of idleness if a man is physically 
capable (cf. Wadel, 1973: 109). Frustrations within 
this faction are manifested by alcohol abuse, petty 
crime (stealing and disorderly conduct), and physical 
abuse toward family members. These manifestations 
are almost wholly restricted to this group. The symp- 
toms of dépréssion and expressed sentiment that there 
must be a better alternative suggests a common work 
ethic, even though it is not universally embraced.

The other split in the community is between two 
religious factions and also has implications on status 
attainment. The presence of Pentecostal and Anglican 
churches, and Pentecostal and “Anglican” schools 
(the latter, in fact, run by the Vinland Integrated 
School Board) characterized the division of the com­
munity. There are 42 households where both husband 
and wife are Anglicans, 51 households in which both 
are Pentecosts, 6 in which husband and wife claim 
different affiliations, and 2 United Church families. 
This does not take into account affiliation of other 
household members. The Pentecostal preacher claims 
to hâve about 300 in his congrégation.

Devout Pentecosts maintain social networks that 
are quite distinct from non-Pentecosts and frequent 
backsliders. Although business transactions are not 
confined to persons of the same religion (three of the 
four stores and owned by Pentecosts), little socializa- 
tion takes place between the two, especially among 
adults, with the exception of households of mixed 
religions. Part of the reason is the feeling of the 
Anglican minoritv that they hâve been excluded. As 
one Anglican put it, “They think we’re ail sinners 
here,” which, ofcourse, is dogmatically true. Another 
reason is that strict adhérents to Pentecostalism 
cannot participate in the activities that others engage 
in such as drinking or dancing.

The Pentecostal Church is very much more active 
than the Anglican Church. There is no résident 
Anglican minister and one cornes to the community 
only for weddings or funerals, or perhaps an occasio- 
nal service in winter. In contrast, the Pentecostal 
Church has two active résident preachers.

The Pentecostal Church offers a means to attain 
status. The service itself allows opportunities for indi- 
vidual récognition by members giving testamonials, 
leading hymns, and requesting prayers. Lay readers 
and instrumentalists hold désirable positions.

The congrégation is made up of those who hâve 
been Saved and those who hâve not. Salvation may be 
achieved by a baptismal rite or by personal révélation. 
Although Church doctrine emphasizes a personal 
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relationship with the Saviour, those who are Saved 
become recognized by the congrégation as well as the 
rest of the community as having attained that goal. 
Opportunities for status attainment in the Anglican 
Church are non-existant at présent.

Conflict between religious factions is covert, 
most often taking the form of gossip directed at indivi- 
dual or dénominations. Conflict has also been dem- 
onstrated when a Pentecostal woman refused to give 
to the Salvation Army on the grounds that funds 
would be used for alcohol, refusai by a store owner to 
cater to non-Pentecosts by carrying cigarettes, and 
refusai by some to attend the opposite faction’s events 
held in the churches or schools.

Where religious factions and factions resulting 
from the work ethic converge is nebulous. However, 
it is reasonable to suppose that the Calvinistic work 
ethic has more of a motivating force on fundamentalist 
sects than it does on the Church of England. In fact, of 
the 65 households getting at least occasional welfare 
support, there are 41 heads of households who are 
non-Pentecostal and 24 who are Pentecostal. How­
ever, other variables influencing an individual’s chan­
ces to achieve success make a direct corrélation be­
tween religion and work circumspect.

The Pentecostal Church offers a chance to 
achieve success both spiritually and publicly, and 
while membership in non-Pentecostal dénominations 
does not mean failure, there are no équivalent means to 
achieve status. On the other hand, the différence be­
tween workers and non-workers is the différence 
between success and non-success.

There is every indication that “divided houses do 
not fall" (Silverman and Salisbury, 1977) and that 
conflict has long been recognized as having a sociolo- 

gical bearing on the unity of a community (to wit, 
Simmel, 1955). Indeed, the contrast between workers 
and non-workers makes more dedicated workers, and 
the contrast between religious factions makes more 
devout Christians. The problem, however, is that 
there is little chance for individuals to change their 
status because of économie and social restrictions. In 
every society there are different ladders of success and 
people are seen as occupying the various rungs in 
contrast to each other. My argument has been that in 
Port Hope Simpson, because of the severe social and 
économie constraints, there are only two ladders and 
the middle rungs are missing.
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