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Introduction

On a beautiful, sunny morning, not really all that long ago, people 
in a city on the eastern seaboard of  North America were going 

about their daily lives, going to school, going to work, cleaning up the 
remains of  breakfast. They were reading newspapers fi lled with stories 
of  troubles in far-off  lands — troubles they thought would never touch 
their own lives. They walked through the cool air with their thoughts on 
last night’s play, on a test they faced at school, or on a problem they were 
having at home. They hurried through busy, familiar streets, past familiar 
landmarks and faces, eager to see old friends or new loves. Perhaps some 
of  them refl ected on how lucky they were to be living in this city at this 
time, with the economy booming, the population swelling, and the pos-
sibilities seemingly endless.
 And then, in an instant, all faces turned toward one deafening sound, 
one blinding fl ash of  light, one unthinkable horror. Their city — their 
lives — were gone.
 Perhaps this description calls to mind the terrorist attack on New 
York City at the beginning of  this century. In fact, it’s about a disaster 
that befell a much smaller city, Halifax, Nova Scotia, in the early part of  
the twentieth century. In both cases, massive relief  efforts were needed to 
rebuild destroyed cities and lives, to provide pensions and support for the 
survivors, and to locate and honour the dead. In the case of  Halifax, the 
work of  rebuilding the lives of  survivors would be revolutionary. Unlike 
New York in 2001, Halifax in 1917 had few resources, few professionals, 
no emergency plans, and no infrastructure for effective communications 
and coordination. Canada had never experienced such a disaster, and few 
people had experience in dealing with the many facets of  disaster relief. 
A large part of  the relief  work fell to a new profession — social work 
— which would have to prove itself  to an anguished public in a time of  
unprecedented need.
 December 6, 1917 dawned clear and full of  promise in Halifax. As 
Canada’s main embarkation point for the trenches of  World War I, the old 
harbour city was alive with activity, enjoying the prosperity that comes with 
wartime commerce and a healthy injection of  military spending. Shaking 
off  decades of  economic decline, Haligonians were feeling optimistic about 
their city’s fortunes, about its future as a leader in social and civic reform, 



Enriched by Catastrophe

2

and about its promise as one of  eastern North America’s most important 
coastal cities.
 Halifax’s fortunes were, indeed, about to change. Shortly after nine 
o’clock that morning, two ships — one carrying 2, 653,115 kilograms of  
munitions bound for the war in Europe — collided in the harbour, caus-
ing the world’s biggest synthetic explosion prior to Hiroshima. Halifax’s 
North End was literally blown off  the map. Buildings fell like matchsticks, 
trapping citizens in the burning wreckage of  their lives. Streets — or what 
little remained of  streets — were littered with oil, debris, and fragments of  
human remains. The blizzard that followed that night threw a temporary 
shroud over the grisly scene, but the physical scars and emotional wreckage 
have never truly faded. Virtually all Haligonians were affected in some 
way by the tragedy. In a city of  perhaps 50,000 souls,1 almost 2,000 people 
were killed, while another 9,000 others were wounded or disabled. Streets, 
neighbourhoods, and entire families were obliterated. Many parts of  the 
city — and the lives of  thousands of  its residents — became unrecogniz-
able.
 Just as so many lives were forever changed, so was the city over the 
next few years. New neighbourhoods with modern amenities were built 
over the ruins, and the dingy, Victorian city was quickly pulled into the 
twentieth century, with civic improvements and modern infrastructure. 
The citizens of  Halifax, with assistance from many levels of  government 
and from experienced relief  workers from the United States and central 
Canada, eventually re-built their city, their lives, and their society. Out 
of  a time of  great sorrow came renewal and optimism, coupled with a 
struggle to maintain the status quo in the face of  unimaginable change.
 The Explosion also changed the way Halifax’s citizens and policy 
makers viewed the role of  the “helping” professions and social welfare. 
The city is still shaped by the social policies put in place after the Explosion 
— and many of  them were oppressive, racist, and meant to preserve 
the prevailing social order. The legacy of  these policies can be seen in 
the institutionalized racism and marginalization of  certain groups that 
marked twentieth-century Halifax. In the years since 1917, that racism and 
marginalization has been manifested in the places where certain groups 
of  people live, the availability of  health and other public services, and in 
civic leaders’ decisions about city planning and infrastructure.
 The Halifax Explosion had two major implications for social welfare 
in Nova Scotia. Firstly, it represented the beginning of  a transition from a 
charity model of  social welfare to a professional one, a transition that was 
overdue in Nova Scotia. The profession of  social work had been emerging 
over previous decades in other parts of  North America, but in 1917 it was 
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still relatively unfamiliar in Maritime Canada. In the days following the 
Explosion, this new profession and its foreign theories and methods were 
thrust rapidly upon a society reeling in disaster’s wake, struggling to cling 
to anything familiar.
 Secondly, Halifax’s fl edgling social workers were forced to learn their 
trades and use their new skills in a time of  urgency and suffering unparal-
leled in Canadian history. The profession didn’t grow out of  local expertise 
or any ethos of  community development, as had been the case in other 
jurisdictions. It grew out of  chaos and crisis, and was introduced and 
implemented by people “from away.” This had signifi cant, long-lasting 
implications for how Nova Scotians viewed and accepted — or did not 
accept — the profession of  social work.
 Because of  its social and political impacts, as well as its timing and 
location, the Halifax Explosion represented a catalytic opportunity for 
change and growth unique in the history of  Canadian social work. The 
profession itself  was only a few decades old in 1917, and it was only 
beginning to gain acceptance and credibility in larger cities such as New 
York and Chicago. In Canadian cities such as Toronto and Montreal, 
professional social work was only a few years old, and it was being defi ned 
and shaped by academics, bureaucrats, and a few front-line workers. In 
Halifax, professional social work was virtually unknown. It was, in fact, 
born on December 6, 1917, conceived by local and foreign bureaucrats, 
delivered by mostly female volunteers, and raised by an emerging social-
welfare2 system — a system which, it seems, left social work orphaned for 
over a decade after the Explosion. Because of  the Explosion, social work 
developed differently in Halifax than in other Canadian cities. In many 
ways, Explosion relief  workers were pioneers in creating professional social 
work in Canada.
 Social workers, busy with mounting day-to-day tasks, do not often have 
the luxury of  refl ecting on how their profession has evolved. There is little 
time to consider who the key players are in making past decisions, or who 
is left out of  that process. But it is important to consider the assumptions 
that have shaped the way the profession has developed. And, decisions 
made in 1917 have shaped the way the profession of  social work evolved 
in Nova Scotia in the following decades.

Overview of the Book

Enriched By Catastrophe3 begins with a survey of  the development of  early 
social welfare in medieval Europe and colonial North America. It then 
examines how, in the late nineteenth century, a profession of  social work 
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began to emerge out of  the patchwork of  charitable organizations that 
meted out material relief, such as food and clothing, to the “worthy” poor, 
along with a considerable helping of  judgment and moral righteousness. 
Society was changing, and the middle class was growing rapidly, both in size 
and in economic and social power. The professionalization of  occupations 
typically held by the middle class — for example, teaching, accounting, 
and nursing — was an important way for members of  the middle class 
to gain social prestige and power. The rise of  professions marked a shift 
to a society in which one earned prestige through skill and education, as 
opposed to earlier societies that had bestowed power and honour solely 
on the basis of  heritage and property.
 Social work’s move toward becoming a profession was realized by the 
founding of  schools of  social work based on ideals of  “scientifi c philan-
thropy” in large American cities such as Boston, New York, and Chicago 
in the 1880s. Their curricula drew on such varied disciplines as law, medi-
cine, and theology. In those early years, social workers were trained to do 
the work previously carried out by volunteers: they made assessments of  
need and provided material relief  accordingly. It was not until the early 
decades of  the twentieth century that American social-work pioneers 
introduced the idea of  casework. Casework assessed not only a family’s 
material need: it examined how each member in the family functioned 
and how social workers could offer support to strengthen the family.
 Professional social work was slower to develop in Canada. Social 
workers who sought professional training had to study in the United 
States: Canada’s fi rst school of  social work did not open until 1914, at 
the University of  Toronto. Well into the twentieth century, most welfare 
continued to be provided by volunteer-based charitable organizations and 
churches.
 Throughout this period, a debate raged over whether social work 
could, in fact, be considered a profession. In a famous 1915 address to 
the National Conference of  Charities and Corrections, Abraham Flexner 
argued that social work was not a true profession, because it existed “not 
so much as a separate profession as an endeavour to supplement certain 
existing professions pending their completed development.”4 Social work 
struggled to be seen as a separate and important profession, with its own 
unique skills, knowledge base, and role.
 World War I helped social work develop further. The young profession 
embraced the new discipline of  psychology and the theories of  Sigmund 
Freud. They were useful to social workers, both at the front and at home, 
in their work with cases of  shell-shock, disability, and bereavement. Many 
contemporaries accused social workers of  depending too heavily on their 
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new skills of  psychoanalysis at the expense of  relief  and community de-
velopment work. The war also contributed to the development of  pension 
systems and rehabilitation programs.
 If  the development of  social work in Canada lagged behind the pro-
fession’s growth in the United States, it was even more delayed in Halifax. 
In 1917, organized social work in Halifax was still at a conceptual phase. 
Social welfare, such as it was, was still based on a patchwork of  material 
relief  and volunteerism, although local Progressive5 reformers sought to 
bring the “social gospel” to life. Relief  organizations such as the Charitable 
Irish and the Society for the Prevention of  Cruelty relied on untrained vol-
unteers to make decisions about who was worthy of  assistance. Decisions, 
therefore, varied from volunteer to volunteer. These decisions refl ected 
Halifax’s prevailing class structures, with well-off  volunteers passing 
judgment on the conditions of  their poorer neighbours. Great care was 
taken not to improve a family’s condition beyond its station in society, but 
to provide it with only the barest of  necessities to continue its miserable 
existence. Early charity, therefore, was closely linked to social control.
 Some progress was made when, early in 1917, a Bureau of  Social 
Services was created in Halifax, with Nova Scotian social-work pioneer 
Jane Wisdom playing a key role in its development. This may have been 
a considerable challenge for Wisdom, because attitudes toward social 
welfare were quite negative. Indeed, it was considered shameful, and a 
moral failing, to require assistance from outside one’s family. However, 
fate would intervene before Wisdom’s new workplace was fully functional. 
Her expertise, gained in Montreal and New York, would be put to a dif-
ferent use. She would be one of  the social workers who, in the wake of  
the Halifax Explosion, lifted social welfare in Halifax out of  the Victorian 
era and into modern social-work practice.
 In the days and weeks following the Explosion, the rapid development 
of  Nova Scotia’s fi rst true social-welfare system took place. Social work-
ers and social-work administrators from the United States and Canada 
came to Halifax to train volunteers and salaried workers, and to oversee 
the development of  a systematic, skills-based system of  relief  work. 
Social workers were not trained as generalists in that period: rather they 
specialized in various areas of  practice. This was refl ected in the work of  
Halifax’s relief  workers, who specialized in medical social work, children’s 
aid, material relief, and disability assistance.
 Crises force individuals and professionals to examine their role in the 
social order, and they can be a catalyst for effective community develop-
ment, progressive social policy, and social change. Conversely, they can 
lead to conservatism, fear, and the maintenance of  the status quo. In Halifax 
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following the 1917 disaster, we see a mingling of  both. The fact that our 
society is now on perpetual alert for disaster makes this a good time to 
refl ect on how decisions about social programs, social-work practice, and 
social policy are made in a time of  crisis, and what lessons the profession 
of  social work took from its work in rebuilding the lives of  Haligonians.

Notes
1. The 1911 census, the last taken before World War I, found Halifax to have 

a population of  46,619. With the infl ux of  military personnel, their families 
and tradesmen, the population had likely increased by several thousand by 
December 1917.

2. The term “social welfare” is typically used to refer to state-run public assist-
ance programs and institutions that developed in much of  the Western world 
after World War II, encompassing programs such as child welfare, income 
support, public housing, and public health, to name but a few. Here, the term 
“social welfare” is used in a broader sense, to refer to a society’s methods of  
assisting or dealing with those in need, no matter how crude or advanced 
those methods may be. Thus, “social welfare” is not used here to refer only 
to modern, state-run institutions and programs, but also to early, private, and 
uncoordinated systems of  assistance. 

3. The title is taken from Samuel Prince’s 1920 dissertation on the Explosion 
relief  effort, Catastrophe and Social Change, New York: Columbia University. 

4. Flexner, Abraham. “Is Social Work a Profession?” 1915. In Research on Social 
Work Practice, Volume 11, No. 2, March 2001. 

5. Progressivism was a social reform movement prominent in the early twentieth 
century. Progressives believed that the modern focus on economics and mate-
rial wealth ignored the need for a moral, just society. They sought to unite the 
forces of  business, religion, and charity to address society’s ills. Primarily an 
urban reform movement, Progressivism sought to eradicate slums, improve 
opportunities for children and living conditions for immigrants, and chal-
lenge working conditions in urban factories and slaughterhouses. Progressives 
like Jane Addams were key in creating the profession of  social work (Fraser 
1988).
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