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D I R T  AND DANGER, DEVELOPMENT AND DECENCY 

I N  NEWFOUNDLAND 

James Over ton  

Department  o f  Sociology 

Memorial Un i ve r s i t y  o f  Newfoundland 

Symbolic acts  o f  cleansing a p rov ince  suggest  t ha t  l i t t e r  i s  
no t  a l l  t ha t  g l i t t e r s  i n  Newfoundland's mass-mediated 
obsession w i t h  c iv i c  cleanliness. 

Poser des gestes symboliques pou r  la pur i f i ca t ion  d 'une 
prov ince,  tels que  I1obsession des media pou r  la propreti. 
communautaire a Terre-Neuve, rappel le  q u e  t o u t  ce q u i  b r i l l e  
n 'est  pas o r (du re ) .  

There  is a saying t h a t  an  animal i s  judged b y  the  state in 
which it keeps i t s  nest.  T h i s  may exp la in  w h y  most humans 
look upon the  p i g  w i t h  some contempt. Judg ing  from the  
amount o f  l i t t e r  ev iden t  i n  a l l  areas o f  o u r  f a i r  c i t y ,  there  i s  
no  doub t  tha t  we, the  people o f  S t .  John's w i l l  no t  be  
judged v e r y  favourably  and  deserve perhaps t o  be  t rea ted  
w i t h  some contempt. 

With these words Edgar Williams launched the  St. John's L i t te r -  

t e r s  Campaign in the summer o f  1985, a major of fensive in what  has 

m e  in recent  years a wa r  against  what  i s  seen as Newfoundland's 

ous l i t t e r  problem. 

Concern w i t h  l i t t e r  and  w i t h  d i r t i ness  i n  the  p rov ince  h2s found 

>spread expression since t he  mid-1970s. A constant  stream o f  

3rs t o  the  ed i to r  o f  the  St .  John's  Evening Telegram, ( t he  

spaper which has spearheaded the  an t i - l i t te r  crusade) ,  have taken  

the issue. For  example, a I tborn and  b r e d  N e ~ f o u n d l a n d e r ' ~  wr i tes :  

Yes, I am ashamed o f  o u r  prov ince,  a n d  o u r  peqple in t h i s  
regard;  we a re  d i r t y ,  there  i s  no  d o u b t  about  it. 

same person cal ls f o r  exceptional measures t o  stamp o u t  the  

:tre o f  d i r t i ness  which i s  haun t ing  the  p rov ince :  

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Canadian Journal of Communication (CJC)

https://core.ac.uk/display/276507215?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


38 D i r t  E Danger, Development E Decency in Newfoundland/Overton 

Yes, legislate u s  to the maximum l imits, we deserve heavy 
f ines f o r  we do n o t  have c iv i c  p r i d e  and  we do no t  know 
what  clean means. T r y  and  educate u s  too, b u t  show u s  no  
mercy--who knows someday clean and  no  l i t t e r  may be  the 
r u l e  r a t he r  than  the  exception. 

Another  w r i t e r  gave St. John's " the  p r i ze  for t he  most d i r t y  c i t y  I 

have eve r  seen."3 A n d  t he  St. John's C i t y  Counci l  cont inual ly  

debates the  "shocking and  filthy state" of the  c i t y ,  a rgu ing  t ha t  t h i s  

i s  a t  r oo t  a "people T o  the  problem o f  l i t t e r  also has been 

added t ha t  o f  "packs o f  r o v i n g  dogs" b y  the  Evening Telegram: 

Dogs a re  man's bes t  f r iend ,  except  when t hey  roam i n  packs 
and  leave t he i r  messes on  pub l i c  sidewalks and  open areas. 

These packs a re  a potential  danger.  The  family pet,  an  
adorable c rea tu re  a t  home, can become a t e r r i f y i n g  savage i n  
a pack. 

It i s  too g rea t  a danger t o  be  ignored,  as i s  t he  pub l i c  
heal tp danger o f  dogs leaving t he i r  messes a l l  over  the  
c i t y .  

Nor  i s  the  problem conf ined t o  St. John's. One le t te r  w r i t e r  was 

"saddened" b y  the  " lack o f  respect  f o r  t he  beauty o f  the  land" and  

t he  "atrocious amount o f  garbage t h a t  i s  s t r ewn  everywhere"  in 

~ e w f o u n d l a n d . ~  Th i s  self-described "Ontario-Newfoundlander" was 

moved t o  wr i te :  

A t  f i r s t  I t r i ed  t o  over look the  r ubb i sh  and  t r i e d  t o  see al l  
t he  beaut i fu l  th ings;  b u t  it does p rovoke  me t o  be  gazing a t  
a beaut i fu l  h i l l - c l i f f  w i t h  a r oa r i ng  sea below a n d  trip ove r  a 
pop  can o r  o ther  trash; and  the  beaches a re  something 
else--glass and  pop cans a l l  o ve r  t he  place. 

Lack o f  respect  f o r  t he  landscape has been noted b y  C y r i l  Poole, 

p r inc ipa l  o f  t he  S i r  Wil fred Grenfe l l  College in Corner  Brook,  who 

suggests t h a t  Newfoundlanders a re  " ind i f fe ren t  t o  t h e i r  cu l t u ra l  

landscape and.. .geographical surroundings,"  and  t h a t  t h i s  reveals 

something v e r y  p ro found about  t he  Newfoundland character .  7 

These k i nds  o f  impressions o f  t he  l i t t e r  problem in Newfoundland 

have been supported b y  ' ha rd  data1. In 1984 Dave Snow o f  t he  

Newfoundland Wilderness Society set o u t  t o  tes t  " the  truth o f  t he  
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R-quoted statement" t ha t  "Newfoundlanders a re  the  d i r t i e s t  people in 

l e  wor ld. l f8  Using a " l ine t ransec t  su r vey "  o f  t he  Trans-Canada 

ighway, h e  counted v is ib le pieces o f  l i t t e r  f rom a car .  He had  f r iends  

nder take surveys  in B r i t i s h  Columbia, Alber ta,  Ontar io  and  Nova 

cotia. Snow concluded t h a t  Newfoundlanders "are unquest ionably the 

ational leaders i n  d i r t y i n g  ou r  personal environment." 

Bu t ,  l i ke  others,  Snow t h i nks  t h a t  "we don ' t  have t o  s i t  and  

allow in ou r  excrement." Th i ngs  can be  cleaned up ,  if community 

aders set  a good example, and  if l i t t e r  laws a re  t igh tened up .  Those 

l o t  in te l l i gen t  enough t o  s top l i t t e r i ng "  w i l l  be  "zapped," and  we a re  

;sured t h a t  a b i g  f ine  wi l l  shock "even the  wors t  people i n t o  Mr. and  

rs .   clean^.^^ 

A sub t le  connection between d i r t  and  d i r t y  people i s  being made 

are. I n  1979 the  Evening Telegram i n  an edi tor ia l  announced tha t :  

"Anybody  who i s  famil iar w i t h  St .  John's and  walks i t s  f i l t h y  
s t reets and  lanes knows how f i l t h y  it is and  w h y  it would 
p r o b a b l y g w i n  the  t i t l e  as t he  d i r t i e s t  c i t y  in No r t h  
America. 

n d  a couple o f  paragraphs la ter  l i n ks  t h i s  s i tuat ion w i t h  the problem 

' d runks :  

"There  is another  problem facing t h i s  c i t y ,  especial ly the  
downtown p a r t s  o f  it. It is  the  d r u n k  who makes l i fe  
uncomfortable f o r  the  shoppers and  v is i to rs .  The  downtown 
d r u n k s  look upon eve ry  passerby as a f r i end  o r  enemy and  
t hey  r ega rd  the  st reets and  lanes as one g rea t  pub l i c  
toilet." 

D i r t  and  d runks .  Mat ter  o u t  o f  place and  d isorder .  B u t  d r u n k s  

'e n o t  t he  on ly  wrecks on Main Street.  I n  1980 Michael Har r ing ton  o f  

le Evening Telegram found others.  He contrasted the  neat  potato 

j tches o f  the  Great  No r t he rn  Peninsula w i t h  the  populated Avalon 

minsu la  where d i r t  and  d isorder  were t o  be  found.' ' I n  par t i cu la r ,  

? focused on  junk  cars:  
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I don ' t  know what it i s  w i t h  us,  b u t  t h i s  deplorable habi t ,  
in spi te  o f  a l l  t he  u rg i ngs  and  warnings about  it, seems t o  
be  ge t t i ng  worse instead o f  be t te r .  In the  past  few weeks, 
d r i v i n g  r o u n d  t he  Bay,  and  along.. . suburban  roads, i t ' s  
d isgus t ing  t o  see the  number o f  these u g l y  j u n k  heaps t ha t  
s t i l l  l ie  a long the  route,  almost on the  shoulders i n  some 
places. 

D i r t  and  d isorder .  A t  a more sub t le  level, these a re  also as a 

t h rea t  t o  pub l i c  safety, as those responsible f o r  the l i t t e r  show 

"disdain" for, a n d  "defiance" o f  " ru les  which have been made t o  

maintain a good society." One newspaper le t te r  w r i t e r  made qu i t e  

exp l i c i t  a connection he  saw between d i r t ,  p ro tes t  a n d  violence. 

Ejoting t ha t  t he  major news o f  the  day,  (Augus t ,  1985).  was o f  "mob 

rampagef1 i n  South A f r i ca ,  the  w r i t e r  d rew a comparison w i t h  a minor 

inc iden t  a t  Foxtrap,  in Conception Bay  South. A pub l i c  meeting there  

had  g o t  s l i gh t l y  o u t  o f  hand, and  the  w r i t e r  was n o t  su rp r i sed  b y  t he  

ou tb reak  o f  l lrabblerousingll in a community which h e  descr ibed as "one 

o f  t he  shore's d i r t i e s t  in t he  amount o f  l i t t e r  and  car  wrecks." l l  

Those associated w i t h  d i r t  a re  t hus  seen also as a potent ia l  

danger.  Anc! even  d i r t  i tself ,  once removed to places and  set apa r t  

f o r  i t s  disposal, can cont inue t o  th rea ten  the  wor ld  o f  o rde r .  We can 

be  contaminated by d i r ec t  o r  i nd i r ec t  contact  w i t h  it. T h e  re fuse  f rom 

the  C i t y  of St. John's i s  removed t o  a san i ta ry  landf i l l  s i te  a t  Robin 

Hood Bay. Access t o  the  dump i s  care fu l l y  contro l led,  and  no  

scavengers a re  allowed. (Garbage, it would seem, is n o t  t o  be  taken 

f rom the  r i c h  and  g iven  t o  t he  poor, even a t  Robin Hood Bay.) B u t  

recen t l y  it has been observed t h a t  valuable resources a re  be ing  

des t royed  a t  t he  dump, and  there fo re  wasted. When it was suggested 

t h a t  scavengers, ( o r  lkonservat ion engineers") ,  m igh t  be  licensed, the  

Even ing  Telegram was q u i c k  t o  po in t  o u t  the  dangers:  

"Counci l  had  be t te r  s tep l i gh t l y  on t h i s  matter.  Sani tary fill 
areas a re  no th ing  b u t  b reed ing  g rounds  f o r  disease and  if 
Counci l  should issue such permi ts  it could qu i t e  possib ly  be  
he ld  l iable ljf the  so-called scavangers should con t rac t  
disease.. . ." 
T h e  edi tor ia l  went on t o  say t ha t  if scavengers were permitted, 

t hen  t hey  should be  requ i red  t o  s i gn  release forms. D i r t ,  it would 
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?em, i s  inex t r i cab ly  t ied  t o  images o f  danger--how else can one 

<plain the  st range case o f  the  Robin Hood Bay  hermi t?  

In November, 1981, a man was d iscovered l i v i ng  in an o l d  t e n t  in 

le  woods about  a mile f rom the  Robin Hood Bay dump. He was taken 

 to cus tody  b y  the  RCMP, and  sent  away f o r  psych ia t r i c  examination. 

>lice suggested t ha t  h e  had  been found p rev ious ly  i n  similar 

rcumstances a t  Hal i fax and  Corner  Brook, l i v i ng  a l i festy le which 

ia tured "a del iberate at tempt  t o  avoid social contact."13 

A later  newspaper r e p o r t  revealed t h a t  the  hermi t ,  (whose l i fe  

3d been descr ibed as I1shrouded i n  mys te ry " ) ,  was, in fact, r egu la r l y  

is i ted by a t  least one local res ident .  T h i s  ind iv idua l  was quoted as 

?scr ib ing  the  hermi t  as I tan in te l l igent ,  a r t i cu la te  human being whose 

ain desi re seems t o  be  t o  l i ve  a p a r t  f rom the  s tandard  social system." 

he hermi t 's  home b y  t he  dump was descr ibed as "meagre," b u t  

~ o t l e s s l y  clean. Seems h e  had  t r i e d  l i v i n g  in town in a board ing  

>use, b u t  l e f t  f o r  the  woods near  the  dump because h e  was 

nistreated" and  "made an  object o f  r id icu le."14 

A "gent le  and  k indn1 person l i v i n g  in t he  woods near  the  dump, 

~d scavenging. Mat ter  o u t  o f  place wh ich  mus t  be  removed, ( f o r  h i s  

vn good, o f  course) .  D i r t  and  mental d isorder .  The  connections a re  

ade so easi ly between a moral and  sp i r i t ua l  condi t ion a n d  a physica l  

ie. 

Now c lear ly  one o f  the  main concerns o f  the  St. John's C i t y  

~ u n c i l ,  t he  Evening Telegram, and  local business, is t h a t  d i r t  and  a l l  

lat i s  associated w i t h  it should n o t  d r i v e  away tour i s ts .  T h i s  

:counts in p a r t  f o r  the  g rea t  amount o f  pub l i c i t y .  Similar concerns 

connection w i t h  tour ism were expressed in the  1930s, b u t  then  it 

ss the  spectre o f  p o v e r t y  which loomed ove r  t he  land. A n d  it was 

le " d i r t y ,  ragged chi ldren," the  "deformed and  i l l -clad people1' and  

hose l i ke l y  t o  beg" who had  t o  be  cleaned up ,  o r  a t  least avoided, 

I as n o t  t o  d is t ress v is i to rs .  15 
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Newfoundland's latter-day d r u n k s  a n d  hermi ts  a re  o f  the  same 

genre,  one presumes, b u t  in recent  years  t he  most sustained and  

v igorous  campaign t o  cleanse t he  p rov ince  and  make it aesthetical ly 

a t t r ac t i ve  t o  v is i to rs ,  has been on  t he  an t i - l i t te r  f ron t .  Since a 

massive cleanup associated w i t h  t he  Canada Summer Games in 1977, 

cont inued e f f o r t s  have been made b y  people such as Ken Meeker o f  the  

Canadian Broadcast ing Corporat ion who began h i s  personal campaign in 

1978. The  movement he  and  o thers  s ta r ted  b y  ge t t i ng  "respected 

people.. . to  show cleanliness i s  a worthwhi le  goal," has since swept  t he  

prov ince.  16 

B y  t he  fal l  o f  1981, some 200 communities had  been cleaned up,  

and  t he  an t i - d i r t  campaign has cont inued t o  ga ther  momentum, 

pa r t i cu l a r l y  in St. John's. I n  1982, t he  C i t y  Council, searching f o r  a 

so lut ion t o  the  problem o f  d i r t ,  b r o u g h t  in an  expe r t  f rom the  Keep 

America Beaut i fu l  organizat ion t o  assess t he  s i tuat ion in the  prov inc ia l  

capital .  It was repor ted  t h a t  it would cost  $50,000 t o  " p u t  in place" 

t he  K A B  system t o  change pub l i c  a t t i tudes  toward  l i t t e r  in St. 

John's. 17 

Counci l  decided t ha t  t h i s  was f a r  too expensive,  b u t  p ressure  t o  

deal w i t h  t he  l i t t e r  problem continued, and  b y  t he  s p r i n g  o f  1983 had 

reached a fever  p i t ch .  The  Evening Telegram launched i t s  campaign 

b y  exho r t i ng  Counci l  t o  reconsider  i t s  p r io r i t i es ,  and  allocate funds  t o  

clean u p  t he  c i t y .  It also u r g e d  be t t e r  enforcement o f  ex is t ing  l i t t e r  

laws, a n d  even suggested tha t  i f  pub l i c  housing tenants re fused  t o  

clean u p  t he i r  g rounds ,  then  t hey  should b e  ev ic ted.  18 

A response came qu ick ly .  May was declared clean-up month, and  

Counci l  allocated $32,000 f o r  a "clean-up b l i t z "  o f  downtown, t he  

money t o  come f rom the  fol lowing w in te r ' s  snow-clearing budget .  19 

The  c i t y  also proceeded t o  force homeowners t o  repai r ,  pa i n t  and  t i d y  

t he i r  proper t ies,  a move suppor ted  b y  the  Evening Telegram: 

"The  g rea t  ma jo r i t y  o f  res idents do  n o t  need reminders 
because t hey  take p r i d e  i n  t he i r  p r o p e r t y  and  keep it clean 
a n d  t i d y .  I t ' s  those who, it would appear, cou ldn ' t  care 
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less t h a t  need the p rodd ing  and  it i s  t o  t he  benef i t  o f  the i r  
ne ighbors.  Noth ing devalues a p r o p e r t y  more than  hav ing  
a n  eyesore n e x t  t o  it. 

"If a homeowner refuses t o  comply w i t h  the  o rde r  then  
Counci l  should move i n  and  make the  necessary repa i rs  and  
b i l l  t he  owner If h e  refuses t o  pay  then  b y  a l l  means take 
h im t o  court."20 

T h e  p rov inc ia l  Department o f  the  Envi ronment  also gave some 

:tent ion t o  cleanliness i n  1983. Free garbage bags were d i s t r i bu ted  

schocl ch i ld ren  who were r ec ru i t ed  t o  col lect l i t t e r .  A n d  the  

nv i ronment  Min is ter ,  a f te r  be ing  questioned b y  a member o f  the  

ouse o f  Assembly about what  was being done t o  clean u p  "one of the  

l th ies t  p rov inces  in Canada," con t r i ved  t o  have h i s  photograph taken 

i e  fol lowing day  hold ing open one o f  h i s  garbage bags so t ha t  it 

~ u l d  be  f i l l ed  w i t h  l i t t e r  b y  ch i ld ren .  2 1 

Cont inu ing  t h rough  ea r l y  June a massive clean-up e f f o r t  was 

nder taken.  The  reason? T h e  impending Royal V i s i t  b y  the  Pr ince 

?d Princess o f  Wales. A roya l  v i s i t  t o  celebrate Newfoundland's 400th 

nn i ve r sa r y  had  st imulated a fever ish  house c leaning f o r  "company 

-om the  o l d  country . "22 A n d  the  p ressure  was on:  

The  Pr ince and  Princess o f  Wales a re  coming t o  v i s i t  us.  
Quicke Clean the  st reets,  jai l  the  dere l ic ts ,  repa in t  y o u r  
houses, r e t u r n  you r  Hol iday I n n  bathtow ,5$, p u t  a brass iere 
on Lady  Madonna. For God sakes h u r r y e  

D i r t  and  l i t t e r  seem to  ho l d  par t i cu la r  dangers  f o r  roya l ty .  

ve rywhere  to be  v is i ted  b y  Charles and  Diana was touched b y  

eans ing  fe rvor .  For  a three-hour  v i s i t  t o  Harbour  Grace, the  mayor 

ad in i t i a ted  act ions which would ensure t ha t  h i s  town would be  "one 

f t he  cleanest i n  the  p rov ince  on t h a t  T h e  roya l  couple also 

as scheduled t o  t rave l  t o  Cape Spear to  open the  National His tor ic  

ark.  Accord ing ly ,  eve r y  eyesore along the  way had  t o  be  removed. 

he disposal o f  car  wrecks p roved  d i f f i cu l t ,  however, because the  

~ m m u n i t y  o f  Shea Heights h a d  no  f unds  f o r  a clean up, and the  St .  

>hnls c i t y  dump re fused  t o  accept refuse f rom outs ide the c i t y .  I n  

jd i t i on ,  t he  company which had  p rev ious ly  c rushed  and  stored wrecks 

I Paradise had  stopped doing so, t hus  c u t t i n g  o f f  another  source o f  
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disposal f o r  abandoned cars. In the  end  a la rge  hole was found f o r  

temporary  storage. 25 

The  an t i - l i t te r  campaign i n  Newfoundland cont inued t h rough  1984, 

a n d  the  S t .  John's C i t y  Counci l  passed a new bylaw deal ing w i t h  

l i t te r .26  B u t  1985 saw an  even more concer ted at tempt  t o  clean u p  t he  

c i t y .  In Ap r i l ,  Counci l  announced the  "St. Johnis L i t t e r  Bus te r "  

campaign.27 Some $30,000 had  been allocated t o  clean the  c i t y ,  t he  

money be ing  earmarked f o r  consultant 's fees, research assistants, 

t r ave l  expenses f o r  consultants, posters,  p ins,  l i t t e r  cans and  

superv is ion  and  administrat ion. 28 A t  t he  same time the  C i t y  

announced t h a t  it was c u t t i n g  back on t he  a l ready inadequate s t ree t  

c leaning p rogram i n  St. John's. The  downtown area would be  cleaned 

once a week instead of twice, and  suburban  areas would on ly  be  

cleaned once eve ry  two weeks instead o f  once a week. 

I n  la te June the L i t t e r  Bus te r  Campaign was launched.29 Th i s  

10-week p rog ram mobilized large numbers o f  young  people t o  col lect 

garbage in the  c i t y  and  ra ise money t h rough  sponsor pledges. The  

"Garbathonil u l t imate ly  invo lved  2,000 young people, and  ne t ted  15,000 

bags  o f  refuse.  The  Downtown Development Corporat ion also had  

in i t i a ted  a clean-up campaign in t he  core o f  t he  c i t y  w i t h  h i r ed  hands 

managing t o  remove 2,000 bags o f  l i t t e r  f rom one small s t ree t  alone. 30 

Not  t o  be  outdone, the  prov inc ia l  government  announced in June 

o f  1985 a $1,250,000 "community enhancement project." Th i s  was i n  

response t o  a proposal b y  organized g roups  in terested i n  t ou r i s t  

promot ion on  t he  prov ince 's  west coast. Adminis tered b y  the  

p rov inc ia l  Social Services Department, t h i s  pro ject  employed 350 people 

who  o therw ise  would have been on welfare. 
3 1 

Newfoundlandis d i r t  problem has no t  been w i thou t  theor is ts  who 

h a v e  o f f e red  explanations f o r  the  widely-perceived s o r r y  s tate o f  

a f f a i r s  in the  prov ince.  C y r i l  Poole, inveterate searcher f o r  

Newfoundland's soul, (a myster ious and  in tangib le essence supposedly 

a t  the  c o r e  o f  the  Newfoundland being) ,  in such un l i ke ly  places as the  
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~sycho logy  o f  used c lo th ing  and  h ighway g rave l  p i t s  t h i nks  

lewfoundlanders a re  simply ind i f fe ren t  t o  the  cu l tu ra l  landscape and  

he na tu ra l  beauty o f  t he i r  prov ince.  He believes, (w i t h  Auden),  t ha t  

t rees encountered in a c o u n t r y  s t ro l l IReveal  a lo t  about a coun t ry ' s  

oul," and  t ha t  t h i s  idea can be  appl ied general ly  t o  the  landscape. 

l is  conclusion is t ha t  there  i s  something v e r y  u n t i d y  about the  souls 

f Newfoundlanders. B u t  expla in ing the s i tuat ion is d i f f i cu l t .  
32 

Poole op ts  f o r  a comparat ive approach, wonder ing why  England 

n d  I re land  cou ld  be  such t i d y  lands, whi le those descendents o f  the  

i d y  Engl ish and  I r i s h  who set t led Newfoundland could show so l i t t l e  

oncern f o r  landscape aesthetics. I t  may be  as well t ha t  th is  is as f a r  

s he  goes, because fol lowing the  l ine o f  argument  developed in t h i s  

ssay, "The  Soul o f  Newfoundlander," h e  migh t  have looked f o r  

nv i ronmenta l  o r  occupational inf luences on at t i tudes.  A n d  he  migh t  

a v e  a rgued that ,  g i ven  the pove r t y  o f  the  c o u n t r y  and  the at tent ion 

ha t  h a d  t o  be  d i rec ted  towards scraping a l iv ing,  people d i d  no t  feel 

? d i n e d  t o  turn the i r  a t ten t ion  t o  h i ghe r  th ings .  3 3 

I f  h e  had  followed t h i s  l i ne  o f  invest igat ion,  it p robab ly  would 

a v e  taken him to the  k i n d  o f  explanation f o r  l i t t e r  o f fe red  by the  

;BC1s Ken Meeker: " I  am convinced t ha t  you  can app ly  a theory--- 

ha t  t he  amount o f  l i t t e r  va r ies  inverse ly  w i t h  t he  level o f  economic 

ecu r i t y  achieved.'134 

Meeker's connection between level of economic development and  

leanliness i s  n o t  uncommon. Consider t h i s  quotat ion:  

"Cleanliness is another  i n s t i nc t  wh ich  has g r o w n  u p  since 
savage time. Pr imi t ive peoples have no  d is l i ke  o f  d i r t .  
They  a re  na tu ra l l y  f i l t h y .  In h i ghe r  peoples the  ins t inc t  o f  
cleanliness af fects  n o t  on ly  t he i r  persons, b u t  e x t 5 ~ d s  t o  
t he i r  homes, s t reets,  f ields, places of  business, etc.I1 

Th i s  statement, (outrageous, b u t  centra l  t o  the  l ine o f  reasoning 

leing considered) ,  is f rom J. Howard Moore's Savage Surv iva ls :  The  

t o r y  o f  t he  Race To ld  in Simple Language. In it, Moore outl ines a 

heory  o f  human development t h r o u g h  stages, f rom savagery t o  
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c iv i l izat ion.  I n  h i s  discussion o f  t he  "moral ideas o f  savages," h e  

suggests t ha t  t he  ear l iest  human v i r t ues  t o  develop were those use fu l  

t o  t he  p reserva t ion  o f  the  ind iv idua l  and  t he  tribe---courage, loyal ty ,  

endurance, social feeling, desi re f o r  praise, and  d read  o f  blame. 

A f t e r  t h a t  t he  I1personal v i r t ues "  o f  temperance, prudence, modesty, 

i ndus t r y ,  self-control,  and  cleanliness developed. Somewhat la ter  

s t i l l ,  t he  v i r t ues  o f  humanity, such as just ice and  cha r i t y  evolved. 

Accord ing t o  t h i s  theory ,  some savage ins t inc ts  may su r v i ve  i n  h i ghe r  

peoples due  t o  t he  fac t  t h a t  " ou r  na tu res  a re  n o t  modernized," 

remaining adapted t o  "a wo r l d  t ha t  has passed away." B u t  such  

ins t inc ts  a re  t o  be  regarded  as llvestigal" features which we should 

"de f in i te ly  t u r n  o u r  backs on.. .in o u r  e f f o r t s  t o  advance towards a 

Be t t e r  wor ld.  f136 

Moore t hus  establishes, ( t o  h i s  sat isfact ion, a t  least),  a 

connection between a low level o f  development and  "no  d is l i ke  o f  d i r t . "  

For  savages t he  "personal v i r t ues "  a re  absent. T h e y  a re  no t  on ly  

d i r t y ,  however, b u t  impulsive, passionate, ch i ld l ike,  weak-willed and  

v e r y  much subject  t o  the " loaf ing inst inct . "  "The  savage l ives from 

hand t o  mouth.ll "The  savage i s  n o t  an energet ic  animal." "The  

savage has no  concern f o r  cleanliness." T h e  connections a re  a l l  made, 

low intel l igence, pove r t y ,  d i r t i ness  and  laziness. The  savage i s  

judged b y  t he  standards o f  self-def ined h i ghe r  people, and  found  

want ing on a l l  counts. 

Moore's theory  about  cleanliness remains qu i t e  widespread, w i t h  

roots in the  common wisdom o f  the  19th cen tu r y .  D r .  Paley and  

Samuel Smiles bo th  subscr ibed t o  t h i s  theory .  The  former, accord ing 

t o  Smiles, was accustomed t o  d i r ec t  t he  a t ten t ion  o f  t rave l le rs  i n  

fo re ign  countr ies t o  t he  condi t ion o f  t he  people "as respects cleanliness 

and  the  local prov is ions f o r  t he  p reven t ion  o f  pollution."37 This ,  he  

claimed, would p rov ide  g rea t  ins igh ts  i n t o  t he  people's "habi ts  o f  

decency, self-respect, and  i ndus t r y ,  and  i n t o  t he i r  moral and  social 

condi t ion general ly. I1 The  argument  i s  t h a t  "people a re  cleanly in 

propor t ion  as t hey  a re  decent, industr ious,  and  self-respecting." 

Here cleanliness becomes the  pr ime indicator  o f  t he  moral, sp i r i tua l  and  
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economic condi t ion o f  people. Samuel Smiles' essay on cleanliness i n  

which D r .  Paley's remarks a re  summarized prov ides a f u r t h e r  

elaborat ion o f  t h i s  theme.38 Smiles (1812-1904) i s  best  known f o r  h i s  

book, Self-Help, publ ished in 1859. Th i s  wo rk  is general ly  concerned 

w i t h  the  themes o f  self-betterment, thrift, and  self-help, being p a r t  o f  

what  Er ic  Hobsbawm cal ls "a moral and  d idact ic  l i te ra tu re  o f  middle 

class r a d i c a ~ i s m . " ~ ~  H is  concern w i t h  cleanliness i s  cen t ra l  t o  h i s  

t h i nk i ng  : 

Cleanliness i s  more than  wholesomeness. It furn ishes an  
atmosphere o f  self-respect, and  inf luences t he  moral 
condi t ion o f  the  en t i r e  household. It i s  t he  bes t  exponent  o f  
the  s p i r i t  o f  T h r i f t .  I t  i s  t o  the  economy o f  the  household 
what  hygiene i s  t o  the  human body.  I t  should pres ide a t  
eve r y  deta i l  o f  domestic service. It indicates comfort and  
well-being. It is among t he  d is t inc t i ve  tJ t r ibu tes  o f  
c iv i l izat ion,  and  marks the  progress o f  nat ions. 

Thus  "unclean people a re  uncivi l ized." A n d  in character is t ic  

n ineteenth cen tu r y  fashion, h e  extends t h i s  idea t o  connect d i r t  w i t h  a 

social, moral and  pol i t ical th rea t :  

The  d i r t y  classes o f  the  g rea t  towns a re  invar iab ly  the  
"dangerous classes11 o f  those towns. A n d  i f  we would 
c iv i l i ze  the  classes y e t  unciv i l ized,  we must  banish d i r t  f rom 
among them. 

It was in t h i s  ve in tha t  many o f  the  social exp lo re rs  and  missionaries 

in the  n ineteenth cen tu r y  worked, seeing t he i r  t ask  as one o f  pou r i ng  

Bib le t r u t h s  i n t o  the  hear ts  o f  t he  slums in o rde r  t o  cleanse bo th  body  

a n d  sp i r i t .  4 1 

Smiles g ives d i r t  a s t range power over  us.  I t  "feeds upon human 

l i fe  ... des t roy ing  it." I t  makes ch i l d ren  I1f ret fu l ,  impatient,  a n d  

bad-tempered. It degrades men and  makes them It, 

therefore,  pol lutes the  mind as well as the  body .  "There  can be  l i t t l e  

p u r i t y  o f  m ind  where the person i s  impure." We are  also in formed 

t ha t  d i r t  "has an a f f i n i t y  w i t h  indulgence a n d  drunkenness.I1 The  

d i r t y  classes a re  the  d runken  classes, those p rone  t o  seek a re fuge  

from l i fe  in the  "s tupefact ion o f  beer ,  g in ,  and  opium." Thus  d i r t  

becomes a metaphor f o r  moral and  pol i t ica l  th rea t  o f  t he  dangerous 
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classes. A n d  achiev ing a s tate o f  cleanliness i s  equated w i t h  the  

creat ion o f  o rder ,  a n d  w i t h  moral reform. Accord ing  t o  Smiles, 

" p u r i t y  o f  t hough t  a n d  feel ing resu l ts  f rom habi tual  p u r i t y  of body . "  

In o rde r  t o  achieve " p u r i t y  o f  mind," t he  body  as t he  "temple o f  t h e  

soul" mus t  be  "cleansed and  pur i f i ed . "  Accord ing ly ,  Smiles argues 

t h a t  one o f  t he  "most moral t h i ngs  a man, in common senses, has in 

h i s  power t o  do" i s  t o  s t r i p  and  bathe emerging f rom the  water as a 

" pu re r  and  be t te r  man." The  sk in ,  cleaned o f  e v e r y  " fo re ign  speck o f  

imperfect ion" would then  " radiate in thee w i t h  cunn ing  symbolic 

inf luences t o  thy v e r y  soul." Cleanliness i s  equated w i t h  c iv i l izat ion,  

per fect ion,  self-respect, i ndus t r y ,  f i ne  v i r tues ,  decency, del icacy, 

temperance, p u r i t y  and  o rde r .  D i r t  means danger,  drunkenness,  

indulgence, stupefact ion, depression, impur i t y ,  lack o f  c iv i l izat ion and  

d isorder .  

In t h i s  l i g h t  it i s  wo r t h  t h i nk i ng  about  "Newfie" jokes. 

Gerald Thomas has iden t i f i ed  some o f  t he  major character is t ics 

a t t r i bu ted  t o  Newfoundlanders i n  these jokes.42 They  a re  s tup id i t y ,  

pove r t y ,  laziness and  d i r t iness.  Such jokes conta in a se t  o f  

judgements passed upon what  i s  viewed as an economically and  social ly 

backward  g r o u p  o f  people b y  those who a re  more advanced. 

How do  you  g e t  a Newfoundlander ou t  o f  the back garden? 
Pu t  t he  garbage i n  t he  f r on t .  

How do  you  g e t  a Newfoundlander o u t  o f  t he  ba th tub?  Pu t  
some water in it. 

They  operate w i t h  the  same se t  o f  assumptions as D r .  Paley, Samuel 

Smiles a n d  most o f  Newfoundland's c u r r e n t  an t i - l i t te r  enthusiasts. 

D i r t ,  po l lu t ion and  l i t t e r  are n o t  seen as t he  outcome o f  c iv i l izat ion o r  

indus t r ia l  development o r  consumer society, b u t  as re lated t o  

backwardness. A n d  such v iews a re  powerfu l .  They  cont inue t o  be  

perpetuated in a l l  manner o f  ways. 

In t he  summer o f  1980, Playboy Product ions was i n  Newfoundland 

f i lming Far ley Mowat1s A Whale f o r  the   illi in^.^^ T h e y  chose Pet ty  
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Harbour for much of the f i lming, and i n  the quest  for  authent ic i ty  

they l i t tered the community w i th  car wrecks and assorted junk.  Old 

t i res,  t i n  cans and broken bott les created the r i g h t  atmosphere fo r  the 

film, that  is, one o f  abandon, decay, disintegration and disorder. 

A n d  since the film is about the k i l l ing  o f  a whale b y  'vil lage cowboys1, 

and the indifference of the community to  this, the sett ing is perfect .  

The people do not  care about the landscape and nature. They l ive i n  

a dump. The message is that  you can not  expect civi l ized behaviour 

from them, o r  concern fo r  the aesthetics o f  nature. Again the 

connection between d i r t ,  disorder and violence is maintained. 

According to  anthropologist Mary Douglas, d i r t  is matter out  o f  

place.44 And  to  understand the problem o f  d i r t  we need to  approach 

it th rough order. Th is  notion can help us  appreciate some o f  the 

recent concerns wi th l i t t e r  and dirt i n  Newfoundland. For many, d i r t  

clearly represents disorder. Th is  is, however, no t  jus t  physical 

disorder. It is also moral and political. D i r t  represents a danger fo r  

those whose narrow wor ld it threatens to defi le and disrupt .  And  th is  

wor ld is general ly one o f  ha rd  lines and r i g i d  boundaries, o f  s t rong 

assumptions about human behaviour and s t r ic t  judgements about what 

is  r i g h t  and wrong according to a moral i ty o f  the Samuel Smiles type. 

It is  a wor ld a t  one wi th i tself,  unpolluted b y  j unk  cars, d runks ,  

hermits, o r  th ings that  go  bump i n  the n igh t .  

There is a k ind  o f  d i r t iness which is frowned on, ra ther  i n  the 

way tha t  d i r t y  underwear is frowned upon, b y  those who regard 

themselves as morally superior. And it is a t  th is  level that  many of 

the statements about d i r t  c i ted i n  th is  essay operate. 

D i r t y  people are, i n  the words o f  one nineteenth cen tu ry  

observer, made the "scapegoats of a thousand pollutions."4.5 

Meanwhile, a t  another level, the real problem of d i r t  and disorder 

increase. Pollution gets worse, causing a var ie ty  o f  health problems 

and environmental protection measures are removed to  encourage 

investment. Cuts i n  government funding l imit s t reet  cleaning and 

garbage collection. Increasing unemployment and pover ty  lower l i v ing  
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standards and  cause dest i tu t ion.  A n d  f r us t r a t i on  and  anger  r i se  whi le 

moral is ts  engage in what  a re  essential ly symbolic acts  o f  cleansing. 
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