
Atlantis Vol. 10 No. 2 
Spring/printemps 1985 

Exhibit Review: 
Women and War at 
the Canadian War 
Museum, 
Ottawa, July 1984 -
September 1985 

Diana Pedersen 
Carleton University 

T h e o p e n i n g of a one-year e x h i b i t o n the s u b 
ject of w o m e n a n d w a r by the C a n a d i a n W a r 
M u s e u m , o n e of o u r m a j o r n a t i o n a l m u s e u m s , is 
a s i g n i f i c a n t event. W o m e n ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 
w a r t i m e ac t iv i t ies a n d their c o n t r i b u t i o n s to the 
success of C a n a d a ' s w a r efforts are subjects 
w h i c h have been m u c h neglected i n p r e v i o u s 
years, no t o n l y by the W a r M u s e u m b u t a l so by 
m i l i t a r y h i s tor ians i n general . H i s t o r i c a l accounts 
of C a n a d a ' s wars have tended to focus o n m i l 
i ta ry strategy a n d p o l i t i c a l d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g , 
e x c l u d i n g studies of the c o n t r i b u t i o n s o r res
ponses of the c i v i l i a n p o p u l a t i o n . A p a r t f r o m 
o c c a s i o n a l p a s s i n g references to nurses at the 
F r o n t , f e m a l e m u n i t i o n s w o r k e r s o r w o m e n 
s e r v i n g as a u x i l i a r i e s to the a r m e d forces, w o m e n 
are absent f r o m the pages of o u r m i l i t a r y h i s t o 
ries. T h i s f irst effort by the C a n a d i a n W a r 
M u s e u m , w h i c h d i s p l a y s m a n y i tems never 
before a v a i l a b l e for v i e w i n g by the p u b l i c , goes a 
l o n g w a y t o w a r d o p e n i n g the eyes of those w h o 
s t i l l v i e w w a r as a n a c t i v i t y i n w h i c h C a n a d i a n 
w o m e n have p l a y e d n o s i g n i f i c a n t par t . G i v e n 
that i n 1983 the M u s e u m received s l i g h t l y fewer 
t h a n a q u a r t e r of a m i l l i o n v i s i tors , a s u b s t a n t i a l 

n u m b e r of p e o p l e w i l l be exposed to some c o n 
v i n c i n g evidence that w o m e n have c o n t r i b u t e d 
i n a variety of i m p o r t a n t ways to the success of 
C a n a d a ' s w a r efforts. U n f o r t u n a t e l y , h o w e v e r , 
these v i s i t o r s w i l l no t be i n v i t e d to reflect o n 
broader q u e s t i o n s a b o u t the i m p a c t of w a r o n 
w o m e n , a b o u t the factors that s h a p e d w o m e n ' s 
responses to w a r , a n d a b o u t the instances w h e n 
w o m e n responded to the w a r effort w i t h i n d i f 
ference or o u t r i g h t h o s t i l i t y . T h e s e q u e s t i o n s , i t 
appears , d o not f a l l w i t h i n the f r a m e w o r k of 
Women and War. 

D u r i n g the year of this e x h i b i t , at a t i m e w h e n 
w a r a n d peace are subjects very m u c h o n eve
ryone ' s m i n d , m a n y w o m e n are a s k i n g p r o b i n g 
q u e s t i o n s a b o u t their o w n h i s t o r i c a l r e l a t i o n 
s h i p s to these issues. A m a j o r e x h i b i t o n the 
theme of w o m e n a n d w a r at this t i m e s e e m i n g l y 
presents a n i d e a l o p p o r t u n i t y to raise some of 
these c o m p l e x q u e s t i o n s a b o u t the re la t ions of 
w o m e n , f e m i n i s m , a n d the i d e o l o g y of f e m i n i n 
i t y to w a r , m i l i t a r i s m a n d p a c i f i c i s m . W h y , for 
e x a m p l e , has w a r t r a d i t i o n a l l y been a m a l e -
d o m i n a t e d act ivi ty? Is i t true that w o m e n are less 



m i l i t a r i s t i c t h a n men? H a v e C a n a d i a n w o m e n 
r e s p o n d e d w i t h one voice to p r e v i o u s declara
t ions of w a r o r have they, l i k e m e n , been d i v i d e d 
by factors s u c h as class a n d e thnic i ty? H a s 
w o m e n ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n w a r efforts c h a l l e n g e d 
t r a d i t i o n a l n o t i o n s of f e m i n i n i t y ? H o w have 
these same n o t i o n s been used w i t h great effect i n 
w a r t i m e p r o p a g a n d a ? Is it true, as p o p u l a r w i s 
d o m h o l d s , that twent ie th-century wars have 
h a d a l i b e r a t i n g effect o n w o m e n by p r e s e n t i n g 
t h e m w i t h n e w respons ib i l i t i e s a n d j o b o p p o r 
tunit ies? T h e s e a n d other s i g n i f i c a n t q u e s t i o n s 
r e m a i n u n a n s w e r e d , indeed u n a s k e d , i n this 
e x h i b i t . 

Instead, the team of researchers, des igners a n d 
other m u s e u m profess ionals w h o c o n t r i b u t e d to 
Women and War has o p t e d for a m u c h m o r e 
restricted focus a n d less a m b i t i o u s h y p o t h e s i s . 
T h e e x h i b i t ' s cent ra l theme is that C a n a d i a n 
w o m e n have h a d a l o n g t r a d i t i o n of p a r t i c i p a 
t i o n i n w a r a n d that this p a r t i c i p a t i o n has been 
v i t a l to the success of the n a t i o n a l w a r effort. 
F u r t h e r m o r e , it is s t r o n g l y suggested, for the 
benefit of those w h o need c o n v i n c i n g , that 
w o m e n ' s s u p p o r t for C a n a d a ' s w a r efforts has 
p r o v i d e d p r o o f of their l o y a l t y , h e r o i s m , c o m p e 
tence a n d other a d m i r a b l e q u a l i t i e s . T h e e x h i b i t 
is o r g a n i z e d i n t o f ive sections based o n w h a t the 
e x h i b i t organizers have d e f i n e d as the m a j o r 
s u p p o r t i n g roles p l a y e d by w o m e n d u r i n g wars 
t h r o u g h o u t C a n a d i a n h i s t o r y : F i g h t i n g a n d 
P r o t e c t i n g , C a r i n g for the W o u n d e d , P r o d u c i n g 
the M a t e r i a l s of W a r , S e r v i n g w i t h the M i l i t a r y , 
a n d P r o v i d i n g E c o n o m i c S u p p o r t . T h e resul t , it 
is suggested, s h o u l d " p r o v i d e a l a s t i n g i m p r e s 
s i o n of w o m e n ' s act ive p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n events 
that shaped o u r c o u n t r y ' s d e v e l o p m e n t . " 

Women and War is a m u l t i - m e d i a presenta
t i o n w h i c h a t tempts to survey its subject f r o m 
the I n d i a n wars of the s ix teenth century to the 
e n d of the S e c o n d W o r l d W a r . Its message is 
c o m m u n i c a t e d t h r o u g h text s u p p l e m e n t e d by 
art i facts s u c h as g u n s , shel ls , l a m p s , masks a n d a 
variety of u n i f o r m s . G l a s s cases c o n t a i n the per

s o n a l m e m o r a b i l i a of i n d i v i d u a l w o m e n w h o 
served i n the S o u t h A f r i c a n a n d W o r l d W a r s . 
T h e e x h i b i t is d o m i n a t e d by the m a n y v i s u a l s o n 
d i s p l a y — p h o t o g r a p h s , a n u m b e r of large o i l 
p a i n t i n g s , a n i m p r e s s i v e c o l l e c t i o n of w a r p o s 
ters, a n d a 1945 r e c r u i t i n g f i l m , Proudly She 
Marches. A d d i n g to the effect is a p i p e d - i n selec
t i o n of p o p u l a r songs of the W o r l d W a r II era. 

T h e f irst sec t ion , F i g h t i n g a n d P r o t e c t i n g , 
suggests that w h i l e the idea of w o m e n u s i n g 
w e a p o n s m a y seem u n u s u a l , C a n a d i a n w o m e n 
d i d i n fact serve as c o m b a t a n t s o r take u p a r m s to 
de fend their h o m e s o n a n u m b e r of occas ions . B y 
the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , the i r ac t iv i t ies were m o r e 
restr icted, a n d they o r g a n i z e d g r o u p s to l earn the 
use of w e a p o n s a n d other h o m e defence s k i l l s . It 
is a l so suggested that f r o m M o l l y B r a n t a n d 
L a u r a S e c o n d to the S e c o n d W o r l d W a r , C a n a 
d i a n w o m e n have p a r t i c i p a t e d i n e s p i o n a g e 
ac t iv i t ies . T h e second sec t ion , C a r i n g for the 
W o u n d e d , focuses o n the l i v i n g a n d w o r k i n g 
c o n d i t i o n s of m i l i t a r y nurses , p a r t i c u l a r l y the 
t h o u s a n d s of n u r s i n g sisters w h o served overseas 
d u r i n g the t w o w o r l d w a r s . R e f l e c t i n g n u r s i n g ' s 
status as " o n e of the m o s t v i s i b l e a n d w i d e l y 
accepted w a r t i m e roles for w o m e n , " it is one of 
the t w o largest sections of the e x h i b i t i o n . Featur
i n g a f u r n i s h e d tent of the type used by W o r l d 
W a r I nurses a n d r e l y i n g h e a v i l y o n d i s p l a y s of 
p e r s o n a l m e m o r a b i l i a , it stresses the " c o u r a g e 
a n d c o m p a s s i o n u n d e r d u r e s s " s h o w n by C a n a 
d i a n n u r s i n g sisters, some of w h o m d i e d o r suf
fered i n j u r y w h e n the ir h o s p i t a l s were b o m b e d 
or their sh ips torpedoed. 

T h e t h i r d sec t ion , P r o d u c i n g the M a t e r i a l s of 
W a r , a g a i n suggests that w o m e n have l o n g 
p l a y e d a n essent ia l r o l e . It is d o m i n a t e d by d i s 
p l a y s f o c u s i n g o n the 35,000 W o r l d W a r I m u n i 
t i o n s w o r k e r s a n d o n the es t imated 261,000 
w o m e n e m p l o y e d i n w a r p r o d u c t i o n d u r i n g the 
S e c o n d W o r l d W a r . T h e latter d i s p l a y suggests 
that the w a r o p e n e d u p o p p o r t u n i t i e s for w o m e n 
to a c q u i r e n e w j o b s k i l l s , that w o m e n r e s p o n d e d 
eagerly to these o p p o r t u n i t i e s , a n d that w h i l e 



e a r n i n g less t h a n the i r m a l e e q u i v a l e n t s , " t h e y 
w o n the respect of the n a t i o n " as welders , e lectr i 
c i a n s , r ivetters , a n d m a c h i n e operators . T h e 
f o u r t h sec t ion , S e r v i n g w i t h the M i l i t a r y , w h i c h 
d o m i n a t e s the e x h i b i t a l o n g w i t h the sect ion o n 
n u r s i n g , s h o w s h o w C a n a d i a n w o m e n t r a d i 
t i o n a l l y p r o v i d e d s u p p o r t services s u c h as c o o k 
i n g a n d l a u n d r y w h i c h i n the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y 
were b r o u g h t u n d e r direct m i l i t a r y c o n t r o l . T h e 
large d i s p l a y o n the S e c o n d W o r l d W a r i l l u s 
trates the act iv i t ies a n d experiences of w o m e n i n 
the three branches of the a r m e d services. I n each 
case, it is stressed that w o m e n progressed, over 
the course of the w a r , f r o m t r a d i t i o n a l tasks s u c h 
as c o o k i n g , l a u n d r y a n d c l e r i c a l w o r k to s k i l l e d 
n o n - t r a d i t i o n a l e m p l o y m e n t as p a r a c h u t e r i g 
gers, welders , wireless operators a n d d i e s e l m o t o r 
m e c h a n i c s . T h e f i n a l sec t ion of the e x h i b i t , P r o 
v i d i n g E c o n o m i c S u p p o r t , argues that for g e n 
erat ions w o m e n have " p r o v i d e d w a r t i m e servi
ces essent ial to the m a i n t e n a n c e of a t h r i v i n g 
h o m e e c o n o m y " by v o l u n t e e r i n g their t i m e , 
energy, s k i l l s a n d m o n e y . P h o t o g r a p h s a n d a r t i 
facts present w o m e n e n g a g e d i n a g r i c u l t u r a l 
p r o d u c t i o n , a s s e m b l i n g c o m f o r t s for soldiers , 
f u n d r a i s i n g for h o s p i t a l s a n d tanks , s h o p p i n g 
for r a t i o n e d g o o d s a n d w o r k i n g for the R e d 
Cross . 

Women and War a c c o m p l i s h e s its objectives 
i n that i t p r o v i d e s ev idence that w o m e n have 
i n d e e d c o n t r i b u t e d to the success of C a n a d a ' s 
w a r efforts. R e f l e c t i n g the i n f l u e n c e of s o c i a l 
h i s t o r y , the d i s p l a y a c k n o w l e d g e s that the s o c i a l 
consequences of w a r are as w o r t h y of s tudy as the 
tactics o f generals a n d the m o v e m e n t s of t roops . 
A l t h o u g h the W a r M u s e u m has col lec ted mate
r i a l s r e l a t i n g to w o m e n since the 1950s, m a n y of 
the p e r s o n a l c o l l e c t i o n s d o n a t e d by w o m e n have 
never before been p u b l i c l y d i s p l a y e d , a n d i t is 
i m p o r t a n t that these mater ia l s be made m o r e 
accessible. A l s o i m p o r t a n t is the belated r e c o g n i 
t i o n g i v e n to these w o m e n , s o m e of w h o m lost 
their l ives i n their c o u n t r y ' s service. E s p e c i a l l y 
s i g n i f i c a n t is the i n c l u s i o n of w o m e n ' s c o n t r i b u 
t ions w i t h i n the s o - c a l l e d p r i v a t e sphere. H o m e -

m a k e r s a n d vo lunteer workers a p p e a r a l o n g s i d e 
w o m e n i n u n i f o r m a n d those e m p l o y e d d i rec t ly 
i n w a r p r o d u c t i o n . T h e heavy e m p h a s i s o n v i s u 
als , the d i s p l a y s of p e r s o n a l m e m e n t o s , a n d the 
m u s i c a l a c c o m p a n i e m e n t m a k e the e x h i b i t attrac
t ive a n d e n t e r t a i n i n g . It fa l ls far short , h o w e v e r , 
of b e i n g a s c h o l a r l y or q u e s t i o n i n g e x p l o r a t i o n 
of the theme of w o m e n a n d w a r . 

S u c h a c r i t i c i s m , of course , i m m e d i a t e l y raises 
the q u e s t i o n of the p u r p o s e of a n e x h i b i t s u c h as 
this one. T h e m u s e u m - g o i n g p u b l i c , it is a r g u e d , 
is i n search of a n exper ience that is as en ter ta in 
i n g as i t is e d u c a t i o n a l . V i s i t o r s d o n ' t w a n t to be 
taxed by too m a n y p r i n t e d mater ia l s or bored by 
a lo t of facts. Ye t it is too f r e q u e n t l y a s s u m e d , as 
i n this case, that there is a n i n h e r e n t c o n f l i c t 
between the goals of e n t e r t a i n i n g a n d those of 
t e a c h i n g a n d c h a l l e n g i n g p r e c o n c e i v e d ideas. A 
m a j o r e x h i b i t at a n a t i o n a l m u s e u m o u g h t to 
a i m at n o t h i n g less t h a n the p r e s e n t a t i o n i n a 
s i m p l i f i e d a n d a p p e a l i n g f o r m of the best a n d 
m o s t recent s c h o l a r s h i p o n the subject . If the 
subject is a c o n t r o v e r s i a l one , the e x h i b i t o u g h t 
to shed l i g h t o n the nature of the controversy , not 
i g n o r e the fact that one exists. It o u g h t a l so to 
c h a l l e n g e the p u b l i c i m a g e of h i s t o r y as the 
m i n d l e s s c o l l e c t i o n of facts a n d art i facts by 
s h o w i n g h o w artifacts, w r i t t e n d o c u m e n t s a n d 
v i s u a l images const i tute h i s t o r i c a l evidence to be 
a n a l y z e d a n d interpreted , not mere ly labe led a n d 
d i s p l a y e d i n glass cases. H i s t o r y , moreover , d i d 
n o t e n d at some c l e a r l y - d e f i n e d p o i n t i n the past. 
It is i n t i m a t e l y connected to the present. 

Women and War s c r u p u l o u s l y a v o i d s t a k i n g 
a n y p o s i t i o n o n its subject w h i c h c o u l d be des
c r i b e d as c r i t i c a l or c o n t r o v e r s i a l . T h e very struc
ture of the e x h i b i t ensures that there is n o p lace 
w i t h i n i t for C a n a d i a n w o m e n w h o d i d n o t s u p 
p o r t the w a r effort n o r for the f requent ly devas
t a t i n g i m p a c t of w a r o n the l ives of w o m e n as 
i n d i v i d u a l s a n d as a g r o u p . V i e w e r s are pres
ented, then , w i t h t w o c u r i o u s a n o m a l i e s . A dis
p l a y p a n e l o n the theme of " P e a c e m a k e r s " 
a p p e a r s at the close of the sec t ion o n mater ia l s of 



w a r . T h e text refers br ie f ly to 1 n d i a n w o m e n a n d 
w o m e n of N e w F r a n c e w h o acted as media tors , 
L a u r a H u g h e s w h o o r g a n i z e d a T o r o n t o peace 
c o m m i t t e e i n 1915, a n d " a few p u b l i c w o m e n " 
w h o , d u r i n g the S e c o n d W o r l d W a r , " v o i c e d 
concerns a b o u t w a r t i m e p r o f i t e e r i n g a n d a b o u t 
the e x p l o i t a t i o n i n h e r e n t i n w a r . " T h e second 
a n o m a l y is the f i n a l p a n e l a n d d i s p l a y case o n 
the theme of w o m e n as " W i v e s , M o t h e r s , Sweet
hear t s . " T h e evidence of a m o t h e r ' s gr ief for her 
dead s o n becomes c lass i f ied as e c o n o m i c s u p p o r t 
for the w a r effort, for lack of a m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e 
p lace to i n c l u d e it . S u c h issues as the i n f l u e n c e of 
the t w o w o r l d wars o n societal att i tudes t o w a r d 
w o m e n o r o n female l a b o u r force p a r t i c i p a t i o n 
rates are not even raised, p r e s u m a b l y because 
they d o not fit w i t h i n the five des ignated categor
ies. 

A d i s c e r n i n g v i s i t o r w o u l d be j u s t i f i e d i n c o n 
c l u d i n g that the a m o u n t of space a l l o c a t e d i n 
Women and War to the v a r i o u s act ivi t ies under 
taken by w o m e n over this large s p a n of t i m e has 
less to d o w i t h the relat ive i m p o r t a n c e of these 
act ivi t ies t h a n w i t h the ready access ib i l i ty of 
relevant v i s u a l d o c u m e n t a t i o n . F o r e x a m p l e , the 
act ivi t ies of W o r l d W a r II w o m e n i n the services 
are d e p i c t e d i n great de ta i l w h i l e the c r i t i c a l l y 
i m p o r t a n t large-scale u n d e r t a k i n g s of o r g a n i z a 
t ions s u c h as the Y o u n g W o m e n ' s C h r i s t i a n 
A s s o c i a t i o n a n d the f m p e r i a l O r d e r of D a u g h 
ters of the E m p i r e d u r i n g the F i r s t W o r l d W a r 
receive barely a p a s s i n g n o d . V i s u a l d o c u m e n t a 
t i o n of these act iv i t ies is a v a i l a b l e but it r e m a i n s 
w i t h the records o f the o r g a n i z a t i o n s rather t h a n 
i n the c o l l e c t i o n s of the C a n a d i a n W a r M u s e u m 
or the D e p a r t m e n t of N a t i o n a l Defence. G i v e n 
the scope of Women and War, the i n c l u s i o n of at 
least s o m e of these m a t e r i a l s w o u l d have been 
a p p r o p r i a t e . 

A b s e n t f r o m the record presented here are c o n 
t r i b u t i o n s to the w a r effort w h i c h c o u l d be per 
ce ived as less t h a n a d m i r a b l e or respectable. 
C a m p f o l l o w e r s i n this e x h i b i t d i d the l a u n d r y . 
T h e o ther " v i t a l s u p p o r t services" they per

f o r m e d are n o t d e f i n e d . T h e n o t o r i o u s W h i t e 
Feather C a m p a i g n of the F i r s t W o r l d W a r w h e n 
w o m e n were e n c o u r a g e d to present y o u n g m e n 
i n c i v i l i a n c lo thes w i t h the w h i t e feather of 
c o w a r d i c e , h a r a s s i n g some m e d i c a l l y u n f i t m e n 
to the p o i n t of s u i c i d e , is n o w h e r e i n evidence . 
C a n a d i a n w o m e n , as they are presented here, 
were n o t d i v i d e d by class, r e g i o n or e t h n i c 
o r i g i n — t h e y were u n i t e d i n the i r e n t h u s i a s t i c 
s u p p o r t of the n a t i o n a l w a r effort. E v e n the C o n 
s c r i p t i o n C r i s i s of W o r l d W a r I w h i c h d i v i d e d 
C a n a d i a n w o m e n as it d i d the rest of the c o u n t r y , 
as w e l l as c o n t r i b u t i n g d i r e c t l y to their e n f r a n 
c h i s e m e n t , is n o t m e n t i o n e d i n Women and 
War. 

W o m e n were n o t , i n fact, a l w a y s eager to " d o 
their b i t , " p a r t i c u l a r l y i f it m e a n t s a c r i f i c i n g 
the i r h u s b a n d s , sons , bro thers a n d lovers. W o 
m e n ' s readiness to en l i s t i n the a r m e d services 
a n d w a r i n d u s t r i e s f r e q u e n t l y d e r i v e d as m u c h 
f r o m a n interest i n better wages a n d w o r k i n g 
c o n d i t i o n s as f r o m p a t r i o t i c mot ives . It does n o t 
seem to o c c u r to the c o n t r i b u t o r s to this e x h i b i t 
that h a d C a n a d i a n w o m e n been g e n u i n e l y u n a n i 
m o u s i n the i r e n t h u s i a s m for w a r , it is h i g h l y 
u n l i k e l y that the g o v e r n m e n t w o u l d have ex
p e n d e d so m u c h energy t e l l i n g t h e m that they 
o u g h t to be. F u r t h e r m o r e , w h i l e there are scat
tered references t h r o u g h o u t the text to the fact 
that w o m e n w o r k e r s were p a i d less t h a n m e n or 
were v i e w e d as a t e m p o r a r y p h e n o m e n o n , the 
e x h i b i t as a w h o l e demonstrates a s i n g u l a r re luc 
tance to c h a l l e n g e or even def ine the p r e v a i l i n g 
i d e o l o g y of f e m i n i n i t y w h i c h shaped b o t h w o 
m e n ' s responses to w a r a n d the responses of 
g o v e r n m e n t s a n d e m p l o y e r s to w o m e n w o r k e r s 
a n d w o m e n i n the services. 

T h e m i n i m a l text w h i c h a c c o m p a n i e s this 
e x h i b i t is ent i re ly i n a d e q u a t e to d o just ice to the 
subject. O n the a s s u m p t i o n , i t appears , that 
images a n d art i facts c a n speak for themselves, 
even to those w h o have n o t r a i n i n g i n h o w to 
" r e a d " t h e m , the text too f r e q u e n t l y consists of a 
label or some b a c k g r o u n d i n f o r m a t i o n whose rele-



v a n c e to the object b e i n g v i e w e d is n o t at a l l 
c lear . T h e mere l a b e l l i n g of the art i facts o n d i s 
p l a y i n Women and War cons t i tu tes , i n m a n y 
cases, the waste of a v a l u a b l e o p p o r t u n i t y to raise 
q u e s t i o n s or p r o v i d e i m p o r t a n t i n f o r m a t i o n . 
F o r e x a m p l e , we are n o t i n f o r m e d a b o u t exac t ly 
w h a t w o m e n d i d to e a r n the m a n y m e d a l s o n 
d i s p l a y . D i d w o m e n q u a l i f y for the same m e d a l s 
as m e n ? W e r e d i f fe rent c r i t e r i a used to d e f i n e 
v a l o u r o r service b e y o n d the c a l l o f d u t y f o r 
w o m e n ? I n a n o t h e r ins tance , the service badge 
a w a r d e d by the I m p e r i a l M u n i t i o n s B o a r d to its 
female e m p l o y e e s d u r i n g the F i r s t W o r l d W a r is 
d i s p l a y e d w i t h o u t i n f o r m i n g v is i tors that n o 
s u c h badges were a w a r d e d to m e n a n d that these 
badges were d e s i g n e d because it was be l ieved 
that t r inkets of this na ture h a d a p a r t i c u l a r 
a p p e a l for w o m e n . T h e m a n y u n i f o r m s o n d i s 
p l a y are a c o m p a n i e d by statistics o n the n u m b e r 
o f w o m e n w h o w o r e t h e m ra ther t h a n b y c o m 
ments o n the ways i n w h i c h the designers t r ied to 
c o m b i n e f e m i n i n i t y w i t h a f l a i r . T h e v i s i tor ' s 
a t t e n t i o n is n o t d r a w n to the starched a p r o n s , 
c o l l a r s a n d cuffs w h i c h h a d to be k e p t c l e a n by 
F i r s t W o r l d W a r n u r s i n g sisters at the F r o n t . 
W o r l d W a r II u n i f o r m s f e a t u r i n g pants are d i s 
p l a y e d w i t h n o reference to the c o n t r o v e r s y 
w h i c h they sure ly m u s t h a v e caused . T h e per
s o n a l m e m o r a b i l i a of i n d i v i d u a l w o m e n a p p e a r 
i n a v a c u u m , tas teful ly a r r a n g e d i n glass cases. 
W h y d i d these p a r t i c u l a r objects e n d u p i n per
s o n a l c o l l e c t i o n s ? W a s it because they h a d m o r e 
s i g n i f i c a n c e t h a n other poss ib le objects, because 
they were o f f i c i a l l y a u t h o r i z e d as s o u v e n i r s , o r 
because they c o u l d be discreet ly r e m o v e d i n one's 
p e r s o n a l baggage? D o they reflect i n some w a y 
the i m p a c t o f the w a r o n a p a r t i c u l a r w o m e n ' s 
l i fe? T h i s q u e s t i o n is d i f f i c u l t to a n s w e r w h e n 
the a c c o m p a n y i n g text is l i m i t e d to a n a c c o u n t 
of her ac t iv i t i es d u r i n g the w a r itself , i n twenty-
f ive w o r d s o r less. T h e great interest s h o w n by 
vis i tors i n the tent d i s p l a y , s i m u l a t i n g the a c c o m 
m o d a t i o n s o f W o r l d W a r I nurses , suggests that 
these m e m o r a b i l i a m i g h t m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e l y be 
i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o s i m i l a r d i s p l a y s , rather t h a n 

a r r a n g e d as art objects, d i v o r c e d f r o m a n y h i s t o r 
i c a l context . 

I n a s i m i l a r f a s h i o n , the e x h i b i t makes ex
t remely p o o r use of the at tract ive v i s u a l mate
r i a l s d i s p l a y e d t h r o u g h o u t . O i l p a i n t i n g s are 
h u n g as i n a n art g a l l e r y w i t h o n l y a t i t le a n d the 
n a m e of the art ist . T h e r e is n o d i s c u s s i o n of the 
fact that these p a i n t i n g s were c o m m i s s i o n e d 
f r o m p r o m i n e n t artists by the C a n a d i a n g o v e r n 
m e n t . W h y w o u l d the g o v e r n m e n t w a n t p a i n t 
i n g s of w o m e n w o r k e r s w h e n cameras were 
a v a i l a b l e a n d h o w d i d the na ture of these c o m 
m i s s i o n s affect the presenta t ion of the subjects? 
M o s t of the p h o t o g r a p h s d i s p l a y e d were c o m 
m i s s i o n e d by the g o v e r n m e n t o r e m p l o y e r s or 
were taken by press p h o t o g r a p h e r s . V i s i t o r s are 
not e n c o u r a g e d to reflect o n these o f f i c i a l l y 
a p p r o v e d images of w o m e n w o r k e r s n o r to c o m 
pare t h e m w i t h p h o t o g r a p h s taken by w o m e n 
themselves, very few of w h i c h are a v a i l a b l e for 
v i e w i n g i n this e x h i b i t . T h e r e c r u i t i n g f i l m , 
Proudly She Marches, is presented w i t h o u t c o m 
ment , despite the fact that i t has been re-released 
by the N a t i o n a l F i l m B o a r d precisely because of 
its v a l u e as a t e a c h i n g t o o l . W o r s t of a l l , there is 
n o a t tempt to analyze the content of the m a n y 
w a r posters o n d i s p l a y , b e y o n d p r e s e n t i n g t h e m 
as evidence that w o m e n s o l d V i c t o r y B o n d s or 
saved f o o d or harvested the c rops . N o observa
t ions are m a d e a b o u t the presenta t ion of the p u r e 
a n d helpless C a n a d i a n n u r s i n g sister as the v i c 
t i m of G e r m a n b r u t a l i t y , n o r a b o u t the i n t r i g u 
i n g differences i n the appea l s directed to E n g l i s h 
a n d F r e n c h C a n a d i a n w o m e n . T h e f a i l u r e to 
dea l w i t h these images as p r o p a g a n d a — a s the 
p r e s e n t a t i o n of stereotyped images of w o m e n to 
m a n i p u l a t e both w o m e n a n d m e n for purposes 
d e f i n e d by the g o v e r n m e n t a n d e m p l o y e r s of w a r 
w o r k e r s — i s one of the m o s t ser ious s h o r t c o m 
i n g s of the entire e x h i b i t . 

Women and War a t tempt to a c c o m p l i s h b o t h 
m o r e a n d less t h a n the c u r r e n t state of scholar 
s h i p o n the subject w o u l d a l l o w . I n s u r v e y i n g 
the activit ies of w o m e n i n wars t h r o u g h o u t C a n a -



d i a n h i s t o r y , the e x h i b i t is o n shaky g r o u n d 
m u c h of the t ime . W e are s i m p l y not i n a p o s i 
t i o n to m a k e s w e e p i n g statements a b o u t the w a r 
t i m e roles of N a t i v e w o m e n , the w o m e n of N e w 
France , or even most n ineteenth-century w o m e n . 
T h e lack of s o l i d research i n these areas results i n 
a p r e s e n t a t i o n that resembles the f a m i l i a r p u b l i c 
s c h o o l t e x t b o o k c h r o n i c l e s of the adventures of 
L a u r a Secord a n d M a d e l e i n e de Vercheres. B y 
contrast , a m o r e restricted focus o n the t w e n t i e t h 
c e n t u r y w o u l d have p e r m i t t e d a m u c h m o r e i n -
d e p t h treatment of the subject of w o m e n a n d 
w a r , a l l o w i n g for c o m p a r i s o n s of w o m e n ' s exper
iences i n the t w o w o r l d wars , a n assessment of 
the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the i n t e r - w a r p e r i o d , a n d 
e x a m i n a t i o n s of c h a n g i n g societal att i tudes to
w a r d w o m e n a n d the legacy of w a r to C a n a d i a n 
w o m e n i n this century . 

Women and War makes n o real a t t empt to 
l i n k u p the i n f o r m a t i o n it presents w i t h c o n 
t e m p o r a r y issues or concerns . G i v e n its a b r u p t 
c o n c l u s i o n i n 1945, the v is i tor r e m a i n s at a loss 
to e x p l a i n h o w , s ince the S e c o n d W o r l d W a r 
appears to have o p e n e d u p so m a n y new o p p o r 
tuni t i es for w o m e n , the 1940s were f o l l o w e d by 
the 1950s. T h e i m p l i c a t i o n that this w a r resul ted 
i n s u b s t a n t i a l i m p r o v e m e n t s for w o m e n r u n s , i n 
fact, d i r e c t l y c o u n t e r to the f i n d i n g s of recent 
s c h o l a r s h i p , n o t a b l y the excel lent w o r k of R u t h 
P i e r s o n . 1 T h e e x h i b i t a lso fa i ls to present a n y 
c o n c l u s i o n s a b o u t h o w its contents m i g h t be 
relevant to the 1980s. V i s i t o r s c o n f u s e d by the 
c o n t e m p o r a r y spectacle of a n t i - m i l i t a r i s t w o m e n 
demonst ra tors , w o m e n a d v o c a t i n g increased de
fence s p e n d i n g , a n d w o m e n f i g h t i n g , i n the 
n a m e of f e m i n i s m , for e q u a l i t y w i t h i n the m i l 
i tary, w i l l g a i n l i t t le e n l i g h t e n m e n t f r o m Women 
and War w h i c h i m p l i e s that s u c h d i s c o r d is a 
d e v i a t i o n f r o m the u n i t y a n d e n t h u s i a s m w h i c h 
character ized C a n a d i a n w o m e n i n the past. T h e 
issue o f w o m e n a n d w a r is a n ex t remely sensit ive 
a n d c o m p l e x one , a n d n o one c o u l d f a i r l y ask a n 
e x h i b i t o n the subject to p r o v i d e a l l the answers . 
S u r e l y i t is not u n r e a s o n a b l e , h o w e v e r , to expect 
i t to raise the q u e s t i o n s . It is u n f o r t u n a t e that the 

C a n a d i a n W a r M u s e u m believes that a t r ibute to 
C a n a d i a n w o m e n s h o u l d take the f o r m of a n 
u n c r i t i c a l c e l e b r a t i o n to their hero ic a c c o m p 
l i s h m e n t s a n d that it s h o u l d suppress the real 
d i v i s i o n s w h i c h ex i s ted a m o n g w o m e n . A t r i b 
ute w h i c h presents h i s t o r i c a l inaccurac ies a n d 
w h i c h ser ious ly distorts w o m e n ' s exper ience 
does a disservice b o t h to C a n a d i a n w o m e n a n d to 
the C a n a d i a n m u s e u m - g o i n g p u b l i c . 
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1. A useful summary of Pierson's conclusions is Canadian 
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bibliography lists her other published works and is a guide to 
t he rather meagre literature on the subject of women in World 
War II. 


