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Restraining the Welfare State

Solidarity 1983. Image MSC160-863_20, Pacific Tribune Photograph Collection, Simon Fraser University 
Library Special Collections.

Robert McDonald 

This photo captures a 27 July 1983 demonstration at the  
provincial legislature in Victoria against the Social Credit  
government’s recently introduced “restraint” budget and legis-

lation. The photo documents the intersection of two major currents of 
postwar provincial history: economic expansion and the emergence of 
the welfare state. 
 Provincial politics had shifted leftward with the election of Dave  
Barrett’s New Democratic Party government in August 1972 and back again 
when the Social Credit Party, now headed by W.A.C Bennett’s second 
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son Bill, restored the political right’s electoral dominance in December 
1975. The latter contest occurred amidst economic turmoil marked by  
inflation and labour unrest, symptoms that foretold the end of the postwar 
boom in Western countries. But first, one last surge of resource-based 
prosperity returned to British Columbia in the late 1970s; the provincial 
growth rate from 1975–80 of 5.6 percent exceeded the Canadian average, 
and government employment trended upward.1 Then, from mid-1981, 
BC’s resource-based economy collapsed amidst the worst global recession 
since the Great Depression.2 BC’s unemployment rate jumped from  
6.7 percent in early 1981 to 15.7 percent in June 1984, its highest since 
1945.3 More than 20 percent of pre-recession forest industry workers – 
an estimated twenty thousand – lost their jobs.4 Double-digit inflation 
accompanied disappearing markets and exploding unemployment. 
 The Bill Bennett government’s response illuminates the connection 
between BC’s traditional economy and the welfare state. Across Western 
democracies, conservative parties had been forced to accept at least 
some Keynesian-style accommodation of the welfare state.5 In British  
Columbia, the governments of W.A.C. Bennett (1952–72) and Bill 
Bennett (1975–86) did so grudgingly. Indeed, Bill Bennett grew up 
believing the welfare state weakened individual initiative.6 In 1981,  
influenced by the Vancouver-based Fraser Institute (formed in 1974) and 
the recently appointed advisor Norman Spector, he embraced the neo-
liberal ideas informing conservative political thought in Europe, Britain, 
and the United States at the time.7 Neoliberalism emphasized the power 
of the market to generate wealth, the defence of private property, and 
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“the primacy of the individual.” These ideas produced an agenda of less 
government, fewer taxes, and fewer government constraints on capital.8

 In February 1982, its small government conservatism now ideologically 
reinforced by neoliberalism, the Bennett government announced a  
“Restraint on Government” policy that fuelled its successful re-election 
in May 1983. In the subsequent 7 July “restraint” budget, Finance 
Minister Hugh Curtis attacked what he called “a major overextension 
of government” in British Columbia. The “ambitious social and regu-
latory agenda” of the latter years had spawned “a tangled web” of com-
missions, regulatory laws, tribunals, and related government activities, 
he argued, a bureaucracy that employed “planners, lawyers, sociologists, 
geologists, biologists, economist, and other highly trained people” but 
that suppressed individual initiative. For Social Credit, “committed to a 
government role in the economy which supports private initiative,” the 
province’s welfare state had “grown too large.”9 
 Viewing the “recession as an opportunity to slash the public service 
and curb the power of their unions,” the government introduced twenty-
six bills that aimed at “nothing short of totally redrawing the economic 
and social contours” of the province. The civil service would shrink  
25 percent; government employees could be fired without cause. Human 
rights apparatuses created by the Barrett government and rent control 
mechanisms were eliminated. With this legislation, conservatives pushed 
back against the social democratic agenda that had grown largely un-
checked since the 1930s within provincial political discourse. For Bob 
Plecas, a senior official in Bill Bennett’s government, this onslaught of 
bills constituted a radical intent “to virtually rewrite the postwar social 
contract.”10

 In the summer and fall of 1983, the province erupted in extra- 
parliamentary opposition to the government. Over 130 days, tens of 
thousands of British Columbians joined protest marches, rallies, and 
strikes.11 Brilliantly labelled “Operation Solidarity” by BC Federation 
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of Labour president Art Kube, after the Solidarnosc union protests 
in Poland, the resistance marked “a political protest movement unlike 
any other in the history of the province.”12 While the organizational 
leadership came from the trade unions under the umbrella of Operation 
Solidarity, much of the energy f lowed not from blue-collar industrial 
unions but from salaried state employees, community groups, and human 
rights advocates committed to protecting postwar social and cultural 
gains. 
 The “restraint” legislation and Solidarity experience revealed how  
modernization had complicated the traditional class cleavage of BC 
politics and re-sorted partisan identities along an ideological con-
tinuum from individualistic to collectivist notions of responsibility 
and risk-sharing.13 This is evident in Pacific Tribune photographs of 
the 27 July demonstration. Emotion spills out from signs that express 
“rage,” proclaim “tyranny,” holler “Resign Billy Boy Resign,” and call 
to “Build the General Strike.” Tradespeople, including carpenters, 
painters, pipefitters, and the Victoria Labour Council, are evident, but 
the International Woodworkers of America, British Columbia’s largest 
union, is not. By contrast, representatives of the welfare state economy 
are clearly visible across several photos: the British Columbia Teachers’ 
Federation, the Health Sciences Association of BC, the BC Association 
of Social Workers, and the Public Service Alliance of Canada. 
 I was particularly struck by two signs in the photo featured here: the 
“BC Coalition of the Disabled” and the “Human Rights Commission 
of British Columbia.” They illustrate how the agenda for provincial 
politics had changed since the war. The “rights revolution” had evolved 
from emphasizing specific civil rights to stressing broader human 
rights.14 For the Bennett Socreds, “restraint” was not just about the cost 
of government. They also wanted to restrain the “growing inclination 
of people and organized groups to define politics in terms of rights.”15 
Clearly, thousands of British Columbians disagreed.
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