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Late V i c t o r i a n and Edwardian Canada 
t a n t a l i z e d i t s feminine bourgeoisie. 
Every s c h o o l , every p r o f e s s i o n , every 
s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n seemed to promise 
unprecedented opportunity. Fascina
ted by the o f f e r i n g s , each woman sought 
in her own way to update her under
standing of f e m i n i n i t y — t h e conformist 
to complement her accustomed f i e l d s of 
a c t i v i t y , the adventuresome to pluck 
more r a d i c a l a l t e r n a t i v e s from her 
changing environment. 

The woman's club movement which b l o s 
somed in the 1890s was one manifesta
t i o n of feminine unrest. Female so
c i e t i e s represented a world of new 
a c t i v i t y and new power f o r t h e i r mem
bers. Women, aroused by the promise 
of the times, a l s o a s s a i l e d masculine 
preserves of l e a r n i n g . From univer
s i t i e s , normal schools and p r o f e s s i o n a l 
f a c u l t i e s came a new breed of bourgeois 
woman: the p r o f e s s i o n a l . Some women 
were d i s c o v e r i n g rewarding l i v e s i n a 
career; others f i n d i n g s a t i s f a c t i o n as 
club women or sportswomen. For the 
f i r s t time, the Canadian community 
appeared both prosperous and s o p h i s t i 
cated enough to accept s o c i a l e x p e r i 
mentation from a considerable number 
of women. 

Despite such apparent p o t e n t i a l f o r 
change, the development of fundament
a l l y d i f f e r e n t roles f o r women was 
hampered from the outset. Urban, i n 
d u s t r i a l s o c i e t y had not e l i m i n a t e d the 
need f o r labour w i t h i n the home. C h i l d 

care and other domestic r e s p o n s i b i l 
i t i e s continued to be defined as i n 
escapable female tasks. This per
s i s t i n g l i a b i l i t y may help to e x p l a i n 
why the 'domestic problem' runs as a 
constant theme throughout the women's 
pages of newspapers and magazines, 
d e l i b e r a t i o n s of female clubs and 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s , and p r i v a t e l e t t e r s of 
i n d i v i d u a l women in l a t e nineteenth and 
e a r l y twentieth century Canada.1 

While the bourgeois woman chaired a 
meeting, studied philosophy, poured tea 
or h i t a g o l f b a l l , some female had to 
scrub the f l o o r s and feed the c h i l d r e n . 
Unromantic, not to mention often bur
densome and menial, tasks could not be 
e n t i r e l y avoided i f the basic family 
unit was to be maintained. A w e l l -
ordered home was the s o l i d rock upon 
which rested the bourgeois family. 
Academic j o u r n a l s and popular magazines 
promoted the r o l e of home and family 
1 i f e : 

The hope of the f u t u r e l i e s mainly 
in well-ordered homes . . . .2 

De toutes les questions dont l a 
femme a le d r o i t et le devoir de 
s'occuper, 1'organisation du 
t r a v a i l domestique est assurement 
c e l l e qui s'impose a e l l e le plus 
imperieusement p u i s q u ' e l l e com-
porte 1'organisation du foyer 
lui-meme et que la paix et le 
bonheur de l a f a m i l l e en depen
d e n t s 



And a country without homes means a 
a race without d i g n i t y and honour, 
a mere organized rabble tribe.h 

Excited by t h e i r own broadening h o r i 
zons, bourgeois women rather n a t u r a l l y 
expected the most menial and time-
consuming tasks to be performed by the 
s i s t e r s of the men who served t h e i r 
husbands in Canada's expanding f a c t o r 
i e s . For many, the p o s s i b i l i t y of pur
suing new roles depended upon the ser
vices of working-class s u b s t i t u t e s . 
Thus the recruitment of a permanent 
supply of inexpensive and e f f i c i e n t 
servants was a re c u r r i n g preoccupation 
of bourgeois women. Only a f t e r re
peated f a i l u r e to discover t h e i r domes
t i c paragon would they r e l u c t a n t l y seek 
other s o l u t i o n s to t h e i r domestic bur
dens . 

In the l a t e nineteenth century, the 
t r a d i t i o n a l and simplest method of ob
t a i n i n g household workers was through 
informal communication channels pro
vided by family and neighborhood. These 
hig h l y personal networks, which func
tioned best in smaller and more ru r a l 
communities, were i n c r e a s i n g l y i l l -
adapted to the demands of an urban and 
i n d u s t r i a l s o c i e t y . Since i n d i v i d u a l 
e f f o r t s often proved f r u i t l e s s , many 
women r e l i e d on s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s 
which had day-to-day contacts with the 
working c l a s s . Canada's embryonic so
c i a l welfare and penal systems doubled 
as domestic t r a i n i n g agencies. Re
formatories, p r i s o n s , orphanages, homes 

for unwed mothers and other c h a r i t a b l e 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s o f f e r e d r e h a b i l i t a t i o n 
to the f a l l e n , the h e l p l e s s and the 
homeless in the shape of occupational 
t r a i n i n g as a domestic. 

The accounts of the Toronto G i r l s ' Home, 
the Mercer Reformatory, the Protestant 
Orphan Homes in Ottawa and Toronto, the 
Protestant Ladies' S o c i e t y , the Protes
tant Home f o r F r i e n d l e s s Women, the 
Female Home Society in Montreal and many 
others make i t c l e a r that t h e i r g i r l 
inmates commonly became servants. The 
C h a r i t y Organization Society in nine
teenth century Montreal was t y p i c a l in 
viewing a s s i s t a n c e to needy females 
almost e x c l u s i v e l y in terms of domestic 
work. In Toronto, a fund r a i s e r knew 
j u s t how to appeal to both the s o c i a l 
concern and the s e l f - i n t e r e s t of her 
agency's supporters. 

They [poor c h i l d r e n ] w i l l be 
t r a i n e d f o r servants and thus the 
neglected and s u f f e r i n g l i t t l e 
g i r l s of our c i t y wi11 become 
useful c i t i z e n s and householders 
w i l l be provided with t r a i n e d 
domesti cs.5 

Not a l l domestics were r e c r u i t e d in 
the c i t y . In r u r a l Quebec the cure 
responded to the pressure of French-
Canadian women's org a n i z a t i o n s by 
d i r e c t i n g farm g i r l s i n t o the servants' 
quarters of urban homes. Householders 
across the Dominion g e n e r a l l y preferred 



r u r a l r e c r u i t s c r e d i t i n g them with 
greater modesty and h u m i l i t y and cor 
respondingly fewer demands and expec
t a t i o n s . 

Bourgeois women soon appreciated, how
ever, that n e i t h e r r u r a l nor urban 
Canada could supply a s a t i s f a c t o r y num
ber of w i l l i n g workers. L i k e t h e i r 
husbands, they turned to immigration 
f o r the s o l u t i o n to t h e i r labour d i f 
f i c u l t i e s . From at lea s t the 1880s 
immigration s o c i e t i e s designed to re
c r u i t domestics f l o u r i s h e d in major 
Canadian c i t i e s . Agencies such as the 
Women's P r o t e c t i v e Immigration S o c i e t y , 
the Women's National Immigration So
c i e t y and the Women's Domestic Guild of 
Canada contacted p o t e n t i a l r e c r u i t s in 
Great B r i t a i n , organized a s w i f t and 
chaperoned c r o s s i n g and provided tem
porary lodgings upon a r r i v a l . Many 
female domestics were bound by contract 
to a s p e c i f i c employer even before em
barkation; others were placed as quick
ly as p o s s i b l e a f t e r stepping ashore. 
Even such multi-purpose organizations 
as the S a l v a t i o n Army, the Young 
Women's C h r i s t i a n A s s o c i a t i o n , the 
Federation Nationale Saint-Jean-
B a p t i s t e and the National Council of 
Women, not to mention the immigration 
departments of the Canadian Northern 
and Canadian P a c i f i c R a i l r o a d s , took a 
conspicuously a c t i v e part in encoura
ging the immigration of domestics. 

Happily f o r the c o l o n i a l bourgeoisie, 
t h e i r d e sire f o r domestics coincided 

w i t h the e f f o r t s of B r i t i s h p h i l a n 
t h r o p i s t s to provide jobs and husbands 
fo r the 'excess' female population of 
the mother country. Even then, hard
working, d o c i l e and do m e s t i c a l l y -
i n c l i n e d g i r l s were hard to f i n d and 
harder to keep. P o t e n t i a l mistresses 
were forced to compete with B r i t i s h 
employers, the Dominion's u n w i l l i n g 
bachelors and the nation's f a c t o r i e s . 
P e r s i s t e n t problems in f i n d i n g cheap 
and r e l i a b l e help e v e n t u a l l y drove 
Canadian women to the recruitment o f 
" f o r e i g n " domestics. In the post - 1896 
immigration boom, northern and eastern 
European servants became r e l a t i v e l y 
common, p a r t i c u l a r l y in the West. By 
the turn of the century, more cosmo
p o l i t a n centres l i k e Montreal were 
witnessing some black domestic immi
g r a t i o n . 

Not i n f r e q u e n t l y , federal and p r o v i n c i a l 
immigration o f f i c e r s sympathized with 
the d i f f i c u l t i e s of the bourgeois house
holder. Governments c o l l a b o r a t e d with 
voluntary agencies by a i d i n g reception 
centres, by advancing fares and by 
p u b l i c i z i n g the advantages of domestic 
s e r v i c e in Canada. Such e f f o r t s were 
undermined by metropolitan and p r o v i n 
c i a l r i v a l r i e s . Every c i t y and every 
province conspired to d i r e c t the flow 
of p o t e n t i a l domestics to i t s own 
homes. 

By the twentieth century, women were 
beginning to recognize that not even 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l m o b i l i z a t i o n could f u l f i l 



t h e i r dream of unlimited numbers of 
perfect servant g i r l s ; nor could the 
p r i v a t e or government employment agen
c i e s , i n c r e a s i n g l y common in the 1900s, 
s a t i s f a c t o r i l y coordinate the supply 
and demand f o r e f f i c i e n t , inexpensive 
help. Fewer but b e t t e r - t r a i n e d domes
t i c s seemed a p o s s i b l e s o l u t i o n . More 
r e a l i s t i c mistresses sought to maximize 
the household labour a v a i l a b l e . Pro
f e s s i o n a l t r a i n i n g would ensure a u n i 
form l e v e l of competence whil e at the 
same time avoiding the c o s t l y and time-
consuming process of 'breaking i n ' new 
maids. At the same time i t was hoped 
that the establishment of recognized 
standards would remove some of the 
s o c i a l stigma attached to the occupation. 

Major women's organizations in the 
Dominion championed the p r o f e s s i o n a l i z a -
t i o n of domestic s e r v i c e . The National 
Council of Women's e a r l y support of the 
household science movement was motivated 
in part by the hope that the p u b l i c 
school system might i n c i d e n t a l l y 
t r a i n g i r l s f o r employment In bour
geois homes. In Quebec, the French-
Canadian bourgeoisie l a t e r sponsored 
the Ecoles Menageres P r o v i n c i a l e s , 
whose goals included the t r a i n i n g of 
servants. In 1919, under the aegis of 
the M i n i s t e r of Immigration and C o l 
o n i z a t i o n , women from a l l parts of 
Canada formed the Canadian Council of 
Immigration of Women fo r Domestic 
Service. Its recommendations included 
proposals to incorporate a home t r a i n 
ing program f o r g i r l s w i t h i n the pub

l i c school system. The Council op
t i m i s t i c a l l y intended some p u p i l s f o r 
household s e r v i c e . 

Some mistresses a l s o reasoned that the 
a r b i t r a r y and informal nature of the 
servant-employer r e l a t i o n s h i p was a 
major cause of the 'domestic c r i s i s . ' 
Women l i k e Lady Aberdeen in the 1890s 
and Madame Gerin-Lajoie6 a decade l a t e r 
b e l i e v e d that a s s o c i a t i o n s of servants, 
aided by sympathetic mistresses, could 
c o n t r o l wages, standardize s k i l l s , pro
t e c t morals and e s t a b l i s h minimum 
working c o n d i t i o n s . Under external 
s u p e r v i s i o n household employment would 
become a more a t t r a c t i v e career f o r i n 
t e l l i g e n t and capable young women. A l l 
bourgeois women did not share t h i s i n 
s i g h t and sense of noblesse o b i i g e . 
The s o c i a l l y prominent French Canadian 
reformer found few supporters among her 
contemporaries, although as the f o l l o w 
ing remark suggests, her e f f o r t s might 
be l a b e l l e d t h i n l y disguised opportun-
i sm: 

En exercant. . .une a c t i o n morale 
et i n t e l l e c t u e l l e sur les domes-
t i q u e s , nous fais o n s de c e t t e 
c a r r i e r e s i humble et s i meprisee, 
une c a r r i e r e a t t r a y a n t e , et a i n s i 
nous ameliorons non seulement l e 
s o r t des domestiques mais aussi 
des mattresses de maison.7 

In f a c t , the i n s e c u r i t y and s h o r t 
sighted parsimony of most mistresses 
precluded any widespread support f o r 
workers' o r g a n i z a t i o n s . The Calgary 



Housekeepers' A s s o c i a t i o n , formed in 
1916, was, l i k e many s i m i l a r o rganiza
t i o n s , s h o r t - 1 i ved. 

Repeatedly disappointed in t h e i r e f 
f o r t s to get domestic s u b s t i t u t e s , some 
English-Canadian women toyed with the 
p o s s i b i l i t y of more r a d i c a l s o l u t i o n s 
to t h e i r housekeeping d i f f i c u l t i e s . 
Domestic experiments elsewhere were 
viewed with considerable c u r i o s i t y . In 
January of 1919, f o r instance, the Can
adian Women's Party held a conference of 
employers and domestics whose key 
speaker was C h a r l o t t e Perkins Gilman, 
the author of Women and Economics and 
one of America's most r a d i c a l c r i t i c s of 
t r a d i t i o n a l domestic arrangements. The 
r e c u r r i n g proposals f o r communal k i t 
chens, nursery schools, cooperative 
housekeeping, 'ready-to-wear' dinners 
and home c a t e r i n g which are scattered 
throughout the women's pages of news
papers and p e r i o d i c a l s r e f l e c t wide
spread i n t e r e s t in the ideas which 
Gilman represented. 

The s o c i a l upheaval and manpower 
shortages of World War One d r a m a t i c a l l y 
i l l u s t r a t e d the hazards of depending on 
the working-class woman. Subsequently, 
r e a l i s t s were more w i l l i n g to ask: 

Why should a more or less untidy 
k i t c h e n , a weary woman, and since 
a l l women are not good cooks, an 
oft - t i m e s badly-cooked meal con
s t i t u t e a home? Why should the 
meals have to be even prepared in 
the house to preserve the home a t 
mosphere? Wouldn't the time be 

less wearisomely and more accept
ably spent in attending to the 
dainty s e r v i c e of food which would 
with community kitchen s e r v i c e be 
brought to the home, hot and d e l i 
c i o u s , in containers used f o r that 
purpose. Would the fact that there 
would be no dishes to wash destroy 
anyone's appetite?8 

There are rare instances of such ideas 
being implemented. In Toronto in 1921 
a community c a t e r i n g s e r v i c e was s t a r t e d 
f o r those who could not get domestic 
help but who did not wish to eat in 
•restaurants. Such experiments were not 
g e n e r a l l y popular. Canadians clung to 
t h e i r s e l f - c o n t a i n e d homes and the i n 
d i v i d u a l domestic s e r v i c e of mistress 
or maid. In French Canada, the strength 
of the t r a d i t i o n a l s o c i a l network of 
family and Church precluded even cur
sory speculation about a l t e r n a t i v e 
domestic arrangements. 

While s o c i e t y stubbornly maintained 
i t s commitment to a domestic ideology 
which celebrated the sexual d i v i s i o n 
of labour and the i s o l a t e d household, 
i t was simultaneously welcoming and 
u t i l i z i n g labour-saving devices. The 
e l e c t r i c stove, the vacuum cleaner and 
the washing machine had become v i a b l e 
s u b s t i t u t e s f o r some of the work p e l — 
formed by the domestic. Prepackaged 
foods and ready-to-wear c l o t h i n g were 
presented as acceptable a l t e r n a t i v e s 
to the menial's long hours of cooking 
and sewing. Slowly and almost imper
c e p t i b l y a new l i f e - s t y l e in which the 
domestic servant had no place was 



growing up around modern technology. 
Suburbs f a r from sources of working-
c l a s s labour and reduced house s i z e 
accelerated these changes. 

Technical progress had not, however, 
abolished housework, i t had merely 
a l t e r e d the methods of i t s performance. 
The daughters of the bourgeoisie now 
were t r a i n e d as domestic s c i e n t i s t s to 
operate t h e i r new homes. And so, i n 
c r e a s i n g l y bereft of servants, bour
geois women found themselves alone 
with t h e i r household chores. 

Their predicament was not e n t i r e l y un
appreciated. They were comforted and 
supported by a domestic ideology which 
g l o r i f i e d the lady of the house as the 
all-purpose woman, the e f f i c i e n t con
sumer and the s k i l l f u l operator of 
household appliances. A war-scared 
nation employed i t s l i t e r a t u r e , i t s 
advertisements, i t s newspapers and i t s 
sermons to convince women to remain in 
the home. There, by becoming bett e r 
wives and mothers, by baking and by 
sewing, they would r e k n i t the loosened 
s o c i a l f a b r i c . 

I r o n i c a l l y enough, as hig h l y personal 
mothering and housekeeping gained re
newed favour with the bourgeoisie, i t s 
womenfolk came to echo the complaints 
of t h e i r former employees: l o n e l i n e s s , 
interminable hours, i n s u f f i c i e n t ap
p r e c i a t i o n , low s t a t u s , lack of inde
pendence, i l l health and d i s l i k e of 
housework. The old nightmare of re

c r u i t i n g and supe r v i s i n g domestic help 
had awesome successors. 

In l a t e nineteenth and e a r l y twentieth 
century Canada, bourgeois women came 
f u l l c i r c l e in t h e i r e f f o r t s to balance 
domestic o b l i g a t i o n s with t h e i r new 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s . For the f i r s t time, 
large numbers of these women had 
glimpsed expressions of f e m i n i n i t y 
other than motherhood and housekeeping. 
Nevertheless, these new o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
could only be pursued i f they did not 
d i s r u p t the e f f i c i e n t operation of the 
household. Even the most r e b e l l i o u s 
of Canadian f e m i n i s t s was r e l u c t a n t to 
deny her primary r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r the 
preservation and well-being of her home. 
For some time, through working-class 
s u b s t i t u t e s and domestic experiments, 
women attempted to s a t i s f y both t h e i r 
d e s i r e s for freedom and t h e i r duties to 
t h e i r f a m i l i e s . Despite t h e i r am
b i t i o n s , however, the promise of 
technology e v e n t u a l l y tempted women 
s t r a i g h t back to the home. The meas
ure of post-war f e m i n i n i t y was the e f 
f i c i e n t manipulation of machines, the 
i n t e l l i g e n t o r g a n i z a t i o n of consumption, 
enlightened c h i l d care and the main
tenance of glamour in s p i t e o f a l l . 

Woman's i n a b i l i t y to escape domestic 
tasks was the p r i c e she paid in accept
ing an ideology which i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d 
the sexual d i v i s i o n of labour. Even 
the Dominion's most a r t i c u l a t e femin
i s t s could not e a s i l y grasp the deep-
seated nature of the l i m i t a t i o n s upon 



t h e i r l i v e s . Unable to gain a pers
pe c t i v e on t h e i r f e m i n i n i t y which did 
not make the home of c e n t r a l importance, 
bourgeois women were unable to f u l l y 
e x p l o i t the t a n t a l i z i n g o f f e r i n g s of a 
modern s o c i e t y . 

The f a t e of Canada's f i r s t generation 
of f e m i n i s t s makes i t c l e a r that any 
future expansion of horizons f o r women 
must r e l y u l t i m a t e l y on the questioning 
and r e j e c t i o n of sexually-determined 
spheres of a c t i v i t y , whether app l i e d 
to the bourgeoisie o r the working 
c l a s s . U n t i l we are prepared to make 
t h i s a n a l y s i s and to l i v e w ith i t s im
p l i c a t i o n s , we may expect to t r a v e l the 
same route that beguiled and betrayed 
ear 1ier Canadians. 
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