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Abstract

Hidden Costs, Hidden Labours

Women in Nova Scotia During Two World Wars

Sharon M. H. MacDonald, 1999

War provides a striking example of gender differentiation, yet, because
of the unusual demands in times of war, breakdowns in traditional divisions
of labour occur. Historians debate how and whether war has been a
springboard for women’s greater emancipation. However, less critical
attention has been paid to women’s traditional roles during wartime. This
thesis will explore the territory of women’s wartime volunteer participation
in Nova Scotia in a qualitative and quantitative way and question the
assumption that all women shared the same motivations for doing this work.
In order to understand the immensity and diversity of the labour carried out,
the thesis will look at women’s organizational strength and the documentary
evidence of their work. Because women'’s traditional work has been
interpreted as an expression of patriotism, the thesis will also examine the
gendered aspects of wartime patriotism and propaganda and look at the

alternative voices to the patriotic rhetoric.
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Preamble

It will not take long for a reader to recognize where my sympathies lie
on questions of women and war. I admit to a biased and less than balanced
interpretation of women's conflicted position in war. If, at times, “the lady
protests too much, me thinkes”1 it is in order to make a point about a lack of
dynamic discussion concerning women in Canada who maintained their
traditional, gendered roles during wartime. Their voices and opinions have
always been muted, and with time, it becomes even more challenging to
uncover the truth of their varied lives. This thesis attempts to peer through
the gauze that enshrouds women’s wartime work and offer possible
alternative interpretations. It is not the whole story; rather it is an attempt at

suggesting new avenues of inquiry.

IWith apologies to Shakespeare for appropriating the ‘me thinkes’ for my own personal ‘T'.
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Introduction

In the Report of the 1908 Convention of Nova Scotia Women's
Christian Temperance Union, Mary Russell Chesley, long-standing
Superintendent of the Department of Franchise and an active suffragist who
had been regularly petitioning the Provincial Legislature since the 1890s,

wrote:

At our Convention last year it was decided to take up again the
work of the Peace and Arbitration Department, and I was
appointed Superintendent. I accepted the appointment with
some misgiving, but with the hope that a younger and abler
woman would be willing to take charge of the Franchise work.!
Now I find myself in a similar position to that of a young lady
who is undecided between two suitors, and who finds herself
compromised, and almost captivated with number two before
she is by any means free from number one, the earliest and first
love. I trust some solution of this rather difficult position may be
found during this present Convention.2

Chesley's difficulty in choosing between the two 'suitors’ was never
fully resolved, for she continued working on both causes until Nova Scotian
women were finally granted the vote in 1918. Even after the vote was granted
and the WCTU Department of Franchise was renamed Christian Citizenship,
she continued her efforts to inform women of the issues and to encourage
them to exercise their voting rights. As for her second love, Chesley carried
on with peace promotion up until her death in 1923.

The writer of this thesis finds herself in a similar dilemma, having
difficulty choosing between two major themes; and like Chesley, has felt

1Chesley would have been 60 years old at the time.
2WCTU records, PANS MG 20, Vol 356 #8, p. 67.



obligated to push forward with both. In this case, the first priority established
was to take to task the historical accounts that have ignored, sentimentalized,
or oversimplified the account of women's wartime volunteer efforts and that
have assumed a uniform patriotic response to war. The second and newer
'suitor’ has been the discovery of a regional example of early peace and
arbitration promotion as embodied in the example of Mary Russell Chesley.
While these two strands of the story move off in different directions,
they are interconnected in that they both support the premise that Nova
Scotian women's reactions in time of war were more complex and multi-

faceted than has been thus far accorded.

Women and War

In the broadest generalization, war is considered a male enterprise,
while peace is considered a female preoccupation. Like most generalizations,
this gendered division seems to resonate with some truth, but it also reflects
erroneous and contentious notions. First of all, such a generalization
reinforces the idea of fixed positions of male action/aggression versus female
passivity/pacifism. This thesis will not attempt to address all the
contradictions inherent in such assumptions. Rather, it will focus on
studying the records that chronicle the activities of a cross-section of Nova
Scotian women who remained in essentially female-gendered traditional
roles during wartime and see how their work fits into the larger, global
picture of 'women and war'. Through such a study, it is possible to touch
upon a number of the pressure points that arise when considering women's
relationships to war.

Women in Canada, far removed from the fighting arenas of World

War I and World War II, responded in a variety of ways to the



announcements of war. Some went overseas but many worked on the ‘home
front’, in factories, and in offices vacated by men enlisted in the services.
These women experienced, at least for the wars' duration, a broadening of
opportunities for employment, mobility, and education. However, the largest
percentage of women in Canada were not in the paid workforce. While they
remained in the home taking care of families and often running farms, they
also involved themselves in organizing, fundraising, producing, packing,
shipping, and distributing millions of essential supplies, such as clothing,
bedding, bandages, and food for overseas comfort and relief. Along with
supplies, women provided countless services to the military in the form of
hospitality and recreation; they organized salvage collection; they had a major
role in domestic food production; and they mobilized and coordinated
children's unpaid volunteer contribution to the relief effort. This work was
over and above women's regular labours and their continued provision of
community services and attendance to local needs and disasters. These
women and their work will be a major focus of this study for the following
reasons:

1) Women who went overseas with various branches of the services
and women who replaced men in industry and war production have been
subjects of a number of studies.? As well, scholarship has been carried out in

the study of pacifist women, particularly during World War I. 4+ However, the

3For the numerous British and American studies, see bibliography. The major critical Canadian
work on the Second World War is Ruth Roach Pierson’s "They ‘re Still Women After All”
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1986). Nothing comparable has been done on Canadian
women during the First World War.

4For work on Canadian pacifists during World War I, see Barbara Roberts, “Why Do Women Do
Nothing to End the War?” (Ottawa: CRIAW /ICREF:1985) and A Reconstructed World,
(Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1993) and Deborah Gorham, “Vera
Brittain, Flora MacDonald Denison and WWI” in Women and Peace, edited by Ruth Roach
Pierson (New York: Croom Helm, 1987). For article on interwar peace movement, see Veronica



wartime work done within the traditional gendered workplace of the home
and the volunteer community has been under-represented within critical
studies of war or even women's history>.

2) This work has also been ignored by economists. By focussing on the
more traditional aspects of women's wartime work, this thesis calls into
question the adequacy of economic theory that does not take into account the
sheer magnitude of the unpaid labour represented by women's (and
children's) wartime work. This labour, of course, was above and beyond their
ongoing regular load of unpaid work in the family and community, which
also remains missing from the national accounting systems.

3) In the modern era, when a country goes to war, it is convenient,
expedient, and, indeed, seen as essential for those in power to ensure the
minimum of dissent and the maximum of patriotic fervour. Therefore,
through its propaganda machine, the state quickly assumes a proprietary
interest in women's labours and becomes the vehicle through which all of
women's work is transformed into one unified, nationalistic effort. By
analyzing the fragmentary and contradictory evidence, this thesis proposes to
challenge this appropriation and discuss the diversity of women's
motivations, initiatives, and actions in wartime.

4) Women were not the initiators of war (at the opening of World War

One they did not have the right to vote and when World War II began, only

Strong-Boag’s “Peace-Making Women: Canada 1919-1939”, also in Women and Peace, edited by
Pierson.

SBarbara Steinson, in American Women's Activism in World War [ (New York: Garland
Publishing, 1982), discusses women's volunteerism; however, the story is significantly different
from the Canadian one on several important counts. M.A. theses by Carol Dennison, “The
Women'’s Institutes in British Columbia 1909-1946: Housewives ‘For Home and Country’”
(University of Victoria, 1983), and Donna Zwicker, “Alberta Women and World War II”
(University of Calgary, 1985), do discuss some aspects of Canadian women's volunteerism, but
with very different foci.



one woman was serving as a Member of Parliament in Canada); however, for
better or worse, they became active participants in a host of wartime duties
and occupations. Looking at women's traditional volunteer efforts within the
context of war provides not only the opportunity to discuss the contradictory
positions in which women find themselves when faced with war, but also the

contradictory ways in which historians interpret or ignore this work.

Organization of thesis material

It has been suggested that attempting to discuss the responses of
women in Nova Scotia over the course of two world wars is, if not an
impossible task, at least one that holds many pitfalls. There are significant
differences in the time periods to be covered, yet one of the key points of this
thesis is that, in any historic period, wars present women (and men) with
recurring dilemmas. Some have argued that the twentieth century has been
in a continuous state of war and that the period between the First and the
Second World Wars did not represent peace so much as a temporary stay in
armed combat. For women, the fallout from the war continued to require
their unpaid labour for relief and comfort work during the interwar and post-
World War II periods, whether it was in the form of international relief sent
to civilian victims of war or tending to the physical and psychological needs
of returned soldiers. Certainly, the extent to which the modern world has
been plagued with wars and the resulting catastrophic destruction and loss of
lives was hardly deemed imaginable at the turn of the century.

In the decades leading up to the Great War, many women worldwide
agitating for suffrage felt quite keenly that their vote could have a decided
impact on, among other things, discouraging future wars. Faced with

continual resistance to their demands for the franchise, activist women had a



challenging choice to make when war was declared. There is no question that
there were highly vocal patriots among the leadership; however, it is possible
to surmise from some of the records that within the ranks of women's
organizations a mixture of responses prevailed, ranging among horror,
resignation, and conflicted opinion.

The decision of the overwhelming majority of suffrage leaders to
support their nation’'s war enterprise must surely have contained some
element of the strategic compromise. Unable to undo the declaration of war,
women could only hope for a quick end to the conflict. By applying their
considerable leadership and organizational skills toward that end, women
might finally prove to reactionary forces that they were capable and deserving
of the vote. As it turned out, the war was long and protracted; the losses
incurred in the struggle to gain the vote were high.

On the eve of the Second World War, the vote was no longer an issue
for women in Canada; however, as far as their having a say in political
decision-making, women were hardly any further ahead. Of 258 members
sitting in Canadian Parliament, only one was a woman.® So, yet again,
women were faced with a war not of their own making, but nevertheless one
in which their participation was inevitable. In spite of the renewed interest in
pacifist ideals that expanded during the interwar years, the majority of
Canadians stood, if reluctantly, behind the country when war was declared.
Most saw no other alternative to the threat of Hitler's world domination.

Women mounted a volunteer campaign that was vast and efficient in the

éTeresa Nash’s Ph.D. dissertation "Images of Women in the National Film Board of Canada
Films During World War II and the Post-War Years (1939-1949)", (McGill, 1982), p.80. Nash
states that Dorise Nielson was the only woman in Parliament at the beginning of WWIIL. In
fact, Agnes MacPhail was in the House of Commons when war was declared. She lost her seat
in the 1940 election whereas Nielson won a seat at that time, thereby replacing MacPhail as
the lone female MP.



hopes of a quick end to the hostilities. Yet again, they were to be proved
wrong. The devastation caused by six years of war was unprecedented.

There has been considerable debate in recent years among historians
about whether the Great War was a watershed for women's greater
emancipation. It was not until the 1960s that the topic of women in wartime
gained any attention at all. In Britain, David Mitchell's 1966 publication
Women on the Warpath: The Story of the Women of the Great War and
Arthur Marwick's Women at War and The Deluge: British Society and the
First World War’ presented an optimistic view that the Great War brought
positive changes for women. Subsequent revisionist analysis, which has been
described as "the new Feminist pessimism"8 has questioned this assessment.
Within recent years, the number of studies on women and their relationship
to the Great War has greatly expanded the discussion. Addressing the topic
from the diversities of gender, class, nationality, and ethnicity through
studies of documentary and literary texts, the interpretations of women's
losses and gains during both First and Second World Wars have become ever
more diverse and complex. As well, it is useful to keep in mind that viewing
women's wartime experience through the lens of late twentieth-century
values and expectations also tends significantly to influence the

interpretation of events.? In the final analysis, the tallying of women's losses

’David Mitchell, Women on the Warpath: The Story of the Women of the First World War.
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1966); Arthur Marwick, Women at War 1914-1918 (London: Croom
Helm, 1977) and The Deluge: British Society and the First World War (London: Bodley Head,
1965).

8 Billie Melman, in Borderlines: Genders and Identities in War and Peace, 1870-1930 (New
York: Routledge, 1998), p. 5, 23 and Angela Woollacott, in On Her Their Lives Depend:
Munitions Workers in the Great War (Berkeley: University of California, 1994), p.14, attribute
this expression to Sylvia Walby, Patriarchy at Work: Patriarchal and Capitalist Relations in
Employment (Cambridge, 1986), p 156.

9Angela Woollacott makes this point in referring to her aim in On Her Lives Depend,
suggesting that "it is not only possible but crucial to study a period on its own terms rather than



and gains must be tempered by the sobering reality of the high cost of war on
all humans and other living organisms. Furthermore, the tensions inherent
in the war/peace discourse reflect some of the tensions inherent in what
some would define as the continued gender 'wars'. The constructions of
masculinity and femininity are both reinforced and put to the test in times of
war. Among feminists there are those who have stood behind the idea of
women's right to participate in armed combat and others who believe that
war exacerbates the propensity for violence and that striving to end war
altogether is the only viable option. Women, whether feminist or otherwise,
are by no means unified in their response to war. One of the questions raised
here is, how do women, who by choice or by default remain rooted in their
traditional female-gendered roles, view their own situation during wartime?

This thesis offers no conclusive answer; what it attempts to do is
question the way war propagandists used women's faithful helpmeet role to
create a particularly patriotic, upbeat, pro-war version of their participation.
Women's organizational records suggest a more practical and sober response
to the contingencies of war. While wartime offered new opportunities for
those women already in, or eager to enter the paid workforce, as well as the
most ambitious of those in volunteer leadership, the vast majority of women
who remained in traditional domestic circumstances during the war had little
to gain, other than more work, more belt-tightening, and more anxiety about
loved ones serving overseas.

Jean Bethke Elshtain would argue that this helpmeet role, whether
patriotically inspired or simply long-suffering still fits into the classic wartime

woman's position she has labelled the ‘Beautiful Soul' who acts in

in the light of later issues or concerns that subsequent decades might cast backward.”, p.14, and
footnotes the work of Lizabeth Cohen and E.P. Thompson as in accord with such an approach.



collaboration with the male 'Just Warrior'.10 This thesis would suggest that
while the outcome may be the same, distinctions should be drawn in order to
reflect a more complex and broader picture. In times of war and subsequently
in the retelling of war stories, the account becomes rather one-dimensional,
particularly when valour, glory, sacrifice, and loyalty to the nation become the
key notes struck. If women and men are ever to move beyond their standard
positions and postures during war, an awareness of a more nuanced history
must be present.!! Elshtain says "history does not teach, rather we 'teach’ it by
making it 'speak’ to us in various ways, by remembering this and forgetting
that."12 This thesis hopes to enter into this process of 'teaching' by
remembering different parts of the war story.

This study, with its emphasis on women's volunteer participation in
Nova Scotia, will look at several themes. Because of the immensity of the
volunteer effort, the first chapter will outline the development of women's
organizational culture in Nova Scotia. During the Great War, outspoken
pacifists in Canada were few in number, but they did try to define a different
kind of patriotism in which love of country was not synonymous with
militarism. The second chapter of this thesis will discuss Mary Chesley and
her peace and arbitration activities within the organizational structure of the
WCTU as evidence of an alternative voice to the war rhetoric. Because
patriotism has been the assumed motivation for women’s desire to
participate in wartime volunteer work, Chapter three will look at propaganda

and its function, particularly in its gendered dimension within Canadian

10Jean Bethke Elshtain, Women and War (New York, Chicago: University of Chicago, 1995).
11See Elshtain’s chapter on the “pacific few” concerning men who do not fit into the male
warrior position. See also Frances Early, A World Without War (Syracuse: Syracuse
University Press, 1997).

12E)shtain, Women and War, p, 149.



society during both World Wars. Chapter four will examine women's
volunteer record itself and address the issue of women's substantial
economic contributions which are unaccounted for within the national
accounting process. This will be followed by a concluding chapter.

Within the context of the specific Nova Scotian story, recurring themes
emerge concerning larger issues of gender, national identity, and the impact
of international trends and events. While regional in its emphasis, the thesis
places its findings within the larger framework of Canadian women's
experiences of war as it was lived during both world wars for, in times of war,
national identity becomes much more defined, particularly as it is created by
propagandists working on a national scale. Furthermore, by comparing the
Nova Scotian/Canadian primary documentary evidence with the growing
body of international material covering various aspects of the 'women and
war' subject, it is possible to identify how the Canadian story relates to, and
differs from other narratives.

At the risk of oversimplification, this thesis will attempt to discuss
Nova Scotian women's wartime experiences in a broad gestural way, rather
than focussing in great detail upon a narrower and more manageable topic.
This approach has been chosen, in part, because it reflects and highlights the
difficulty of making war itself, or the topic of 'women and war', manageable.
While selective quantitative data will be used to illustrate some of the specific
work that women undertook, it is important to recognize that it is a mere
sampling and in no way accounts for the whole of the work. Rather, it is
suggestive of the gaps in our knowledge of and lack of appreciation for the
immense impact of women's unpaid labours. While this paper will touch

upon the wide range of unpaid production and services that women engaged

10



in during wartime, for the express purpose of this thesis, greatest emphasis

will be given to the consideration of those tasks that were relief-oriented.
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Chapter 1

Overview of Women’s Organizational History in Nova Scotia
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On August 5th, 1914, one day after Britain's declaration of war against
Germany, Agnes Dennis, a leading light in the local suffrage movement and
President of the Halifax Local Council of Women, brought together a large
group of women to discuss how best to organize relief efforts for the
anticipated wounded. At this meeting Matron Georgina Pope of the Military
Hospital recounted her experience during the South African War, and talked
of the importance of the British and Canadian Red Cross in supplying
necessary articles for tending those under her nursing care.! The assembled
women decided to form a Red Cross society and to extend its organization by
getting in touch with every women's organization throughout Nova Scotia.

At a subsequent meeting, Roberta MacGregor, wife of the Lieutenant-
Governor of the province, was able to report that upon asking women's
groups to contribute to a gift of a hospital ship (to be given from the women
of Canada to the Imperial Government), the amount raised was over $15,000,
although the allotted amount expected from Nova Scotian women was
$5,000. After due consideration, $7,000 was given to the hospital ship fund,
$5,000 to the Patriotic Fund (for caring for the wives and families of soldiers),
and the rest, $3070.26, was "to be divided proportionately among the various
places from which it came, where the women were willing to organize for
Red Cross Relief work; this amount to form the nucleus of a Fund wherewith

to purchase materials for work."?

1Report of the Nova Scotia Red Cross, 1914-1918, p. 5. According to M.S. Hunt's Nova Scotia’s
Part in the Great War (Halifax: Nova Scotia Veteran Publishing Co., 1920), Miss Georgina
Pope, R.R.C. (Senior Matron in Canada) subsequently served in France during the Great War;
Nova Scotia contributed more nursing matrons than any other province to the medical service in
France (p.222).

2Report of the Nova Scotia Red Cross, 1914-1918, p.6.



This auspicious beginning for volunteer aid was successfully followed
up by an astounding record of well-coordinated relief work that spanned the
wartime period and beyond. While women were responding in what would
be considered a typically 'female’ and 'motherly’ way to the contingencies of
war, what made this situation remarkable, was the swiftness and efficiency of
the volunteer response. This was, in part, due to modern systems of
communication, but more importantly, it can be attributed to the high level
of women's organizational strength already established within communities
across the province. Among women, the declaration of war was not a
welcome prospect. Among feminists, pacifist sentiment had been high in
certain quarters in the pre-war years, so the war inevitably caused
considerable angst for those torn between the ideals of the peace and
arbitration movement and the desire to remain loyal to the nation. Based on
newspaper accounts at the time (focussing on the high-level organizers), one
would gather that most women were ultra-patriotic; however, less is known
about how the silent majority of women really felt. They responded as could
be expected. In the end, most women, whether patriotic, ambivalent or
pacifist in sympathies, contributed to the relief needs caused by the
devastations of war.

In order to understand how women were able to organize for and
respond so expeditiously to the crisis of war, this chapter will outline the
development of women's organizational culture in Nova Scotia from its
earliest records up until the pre-war period. Without a well-established
network of women's organizations throughout the province, it might have
been impossible to mobilize and carry out the massive relief effort that grew
increasingly more demanding as the war continued. For, indeed, Nova Scotia,

because of its military importance and relative proximity to Europe, had the

14



largest burden of any province in the dominion, especially in the area of
volunteer services.

Nova Scotian women'’s organizational history parallels similar
developments elsewhere, particularly across the North American continent
among those of European and African descent.3 One can assume that women
have always found opportunities and reasons to work together informally in
single-sex groupings; to know exactly when they first started organizing in
formal ways would be difficult to determine. At a meeting to discuss the
initiation of a Local Council of Women in Halifax in 1894, Anna Leonowens,
a prominent local leader in women's circles who had spent years in Asia,
spoke to the gathered group, making reference to the organization of a
women's council in India that had been founded two thousand years earlier.>
The story Leonowens related has a mythical quality; however, it seems likely
that her example, absorbed during her working years in the Far East, had
some kernel of fact drawn from oral tradition. According to the story, a

woman who loses her child to sickness asks for divine guidance and is sent

3For a comprehensive look at the development of American women's organizations from the
time of colonization onwards, see Anne Firor Scott's Natural Allies: Women'’s Associations in
American History (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991). Scott does not address the
history of early Native American women and their possible associations, for too little is known
on this topic. For a history of the late 19th and early 20th century beginnings of the National
Council of Women of Canada, see Veronica Strong-Boag's The Parliament of Women: The
National Council of Women of Canada 1893-1929 (Ottawa: National Museum of Man, 1976).
More general history texts, such as Canadian Women A History , edited by Alison Prentice et al
(Toronto: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1988), include chapters covering women's organizational
development.

4Anna Leonowens is most widely known because of her time spent in Siam as a tutor to the
children of the King, Her biography became the basis for the musical, The King and I. From
1876 to 1897 she lived in Halifax, was an active suffragist, a co-founder of the Victoria School
of Art and Design (now the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design) and involved in a host of
other social and cultural activities in the city. See Gwendolyn Davies’s essay "The Literary
‘New Woman' and Social Activism in Maritime Literature, 1880-1920", Separate Spheres, eds.
Janet Guildford and Suzanne Morton (Fredericton: Acadiensis Press, 1994).

3The gathering consisted of representatives from sixty-nine women's organizations already
existing in the city. Phyllis R. Blakeley, "Anna of Siam in Canada”, The Atlantic Advocate,
Jan. 1967, p. 43. See also PANS MG20 Vol. 1054, #2, p. 16, Local Council of Women records.
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on a search for a 'mustard seed’' which is supposed to provide her with some
consolation. In her search for the seed, she talks with women everywhere,
only to discover that they, too, have lost children to illness. It is finally
revealed to her that her discovery of this common bond with so many other
mothers is the 'seed'. She initiates an organization of women to work for
better health care and prevention of disease in children.

Leonowens's example serves as a reminder of the paucity of early
documentary records pertaining to women's history, particularly outside of
Western, European-based culture. However, this apocryphal tale rings true in
spirit when one considers how, only three years after Leonowens's
recounting, an actual historical event occurred in Canada which mirrored
this Indian story in a remarkable way.

In 1897, Adelaide Hoodless founded the first Women's Institute in
Stoney Creek, Ontario, after losing a child to death caused by consumption of
unpasteurized milk. Vowing that other women should not have to suffer the
same consequences because of ignorance, she began an educational self-help
organization that, over time, spread throughout rural areas in Canada and
eventually to countries all across the world. The Women's Institute did not
arrive in Nova Scotia until 1913; however, by the end of that year, fourteen
branches had been formed and the organization continued to grow rapidly.6
By the time the Great War broke out, Women's Institutes in Nova Scotia
were well-placed to take an active role in relief activities.

Women's Institute, though new in 1897 and original in some of its
features, shared common ground with many earlier women's organizations.

Coming together to provide aid for women and children was the most

6Women's Institute of Nova Scotia records.



common raison d'étre for the initiation of women's benevolent societies. As
well, women-only organizations often evolved when the organizations
established by men excluded women from having a voice or failed to address
concerns that were of particular interest to them.”

As American historian, Anne Firor Scott, stated in Natural Allies:

Women’s Associations in American History:

[W]omen, constrained by law and custom, and denied access to
most of the major institutions by which the society governed
itself and created its culture, used voluntary associations to
evade some of these constraints and to redefine ‘woman’s place
by giving the concept a public dimension.8

’

In Nova Scotia, it would appear that the earliest written records of
women's organizations go back to the first decades of the nineteenth century.
Women began local benevolent societies generally aimed at helping the sick,
the poor, the orphaned and the widowed.? Inspired by principles of Christian
charity, not surprisingly, many groups were organized within church
denominations. However, some organizations were comprised of women
from various denominational backgrounds, coming together for like-minded
purpose. In the early, fragmented records of such groups in Halifax, one can
surmise that the Halifax Methodist Female Benevolent Society was initiated

in 181610, the Ladies’ Benevolent Society formed in 1818, and the St. Andrew’s

7Estelle Freedman “Separatism as Strategy: Female Institution Building and American
Feminism, 1870-1930” in Women and Power in American History, eds. Sklar and Dublin
(Englewood Cliff, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1991); Scott, Natural Allies:, and Strong-Boag,
The Parliament of Women.

8Scott, Natural Allies, p. 2.

9Bettina Bradbury in her article “Widows in 19th-Century Montreal” states that widows found
particular sympathy among charity groups, both lay and religious. Rethinking Canada: The
Promise of Women'’s History, eds. V. Strong-Boag and A. C. Fellman (Toronto: Copp Clark
Pitman, 1991), p, 128.

10pPANS MG 20, Vol. 1016. Mention is made in 1866 of the Society’s fiftieth anniversary.
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Church Female Benevolent Society in 182911. One such group outside of
Halifax, the Pictou Female Benevolent Society, was founded in 1822.12

The 29th Annual Report of the Ladies’ Benevolent Society specified
that they helped 56 women during the year and enumerated their
denominational affiliations: 35 Roman Catholics, 11 Church of England, 6
Baptists, 2 Presbyterians and 2 Methodists. It also registered the women's
places of origin, listing Ireland (32), Nova Scotia (19), England (4) and Scotland
(1). In 1844, one person helped was from the West Indies. In the 43rd Annual

Report, a clearer notion of the society’s mandate was articulated:

Food, fuel and clothing are supplied to women of all
denominations for one month after their confinement, and a
box containing clothing is lent for that period, and when it is
returned in good order, a suit is given to the mother for herself
and child.13

It is safe to assume that such groups would have been comprised of
members who could afford in some measure to provide benevolence. In the
earlier days of the colonies, with the possibility of quickly changing fortunes,
those women who were able to provide charity knew only too well that their
own circumstances were susceptible to fluctuation by such calamities as a
spouse’s financial failure, death or desertion. In all likelihood, women's lack
of legal status and dependence on male heads of households enhanced their

ability to relate to those affected by the vagaries of fate and misfortune. Even

1IPANS HV C, several extant annual reports exist for the years 1844, 1847, 1861 and 1867.
12PANS MG 100, Vol. 206, #22. In the constitution it states that funds were "for the relief of the
poor destitute females in the town and suburbs of Pictou...for the support and education of
female children, as far as the funds will permit.”

1343rd Annual Report of the Ladies Benevolent Society, 1861, PANS.
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within prosperous families, there could be poorer relations; a woman might
have a sister who had not fared as well as herself. 14

Not surprisingly, the records indicate that the earliest formal
organizations originated in urban centres. Even in its early days, Halifax,
with its military base and shifting population would have had the greatest
share of newcomers in need. They would not necessarily have found
themselves embraced by their neighbours and helped in the informal ways
that operated in smaller communities. Formal organizations, outside of
church affiliations, grew more slowly in rural areas, for within the smaller
communities, women quite successfully accomplished a number of social,
charitable, and cultural functions within such informal gatherings as
quiltings and other work parties.

Women's church-affiliated organizations were originally under the
direct authority of male-governing bodies, but in some of the Protestant
denominations, this gradually changed as the 19th century progressed. The
birth of the first women's missionary society occurred in Canso, Nova Scotia
in 1870 when Hannah Norris, a Baptist woman who had been working as a
teacher among the poor and Mi'kmaq communities, applied to go overseas to
carry out mission work. When she was refused by the church's mission
board, she turned to the women of the church for sponsorship.13
Subsequently, women's missionary societies formed and quickly proliferated.

Through their fundraising and managing of the monies they collected,

14Margaret Conrad, in “‘Sundays Always Make Me Think of Home': Time and Place in
Canadian Women'’s History” discusses how important the bonds of sibling sisterhood were for
nineteenth-century women; their support for one another through difficult times being
particularly important. Rethinking Canada: The Promise of Women’s History, pp.108-9.
15Canadian Women: A History, eds. A. Prentice, Bourne et al., p.191.
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women in the societies not only raised remarkable sums, but also developed
considerable executive and organizational skills.

It was during this period that the number of formal women's
organizations grew beyond the limited sphere of church groups. Charitable
activities still dominated much of women's organizational time; however, a
shift in emphasis was emerging. This shift reflected a rapidly changing society
where the cracks in tightly-held notions of gender appropriateness were
increasingly more apparent. The nineteenth-century ideology of separate
spheres which defined woman's place in the home and man's place in the
world might have held sway on a rhetorical level, but in reality, women were
pushing the boundaries of their gendered spaces. Janet Guildford, in an essay
on the emergence of women as public school teachers in Nova Scotialé
discusses the way in which women, as school teachers, lived in that cross-
over space between public and private spheres, for on one hand these women
were in the paid (albeit, low-paid) workforce, but it was highly contested
whether they were to be considered professional educators or merely a public
extension of nurturing, moral ‘mother’ figures. In general, the separate
sphere ideology failed to stand up under close scrutiny, but it did "ha[ve] a
powerful negative and constraining impact on women's lives."7

Certainly, among middle- and upper-class women, the opportunities to
devote more of their time to cultural, social, and political self-development
led to an expansion of organizations. One element of the separate sphere

ideology which was widely accepted by middle-class women and men was the

16Janet Guildford, "Separate Spheres’: The Feminization of Public School Teaching in Nova
Scotia, 1838-1880" Separate Spheres, pp. 119-143.

17Separate Spheres, p.10. See other essays in collection for regional examples of how this
tension between reality and ideology played itself out in the lives of women from varied
backgrounds of class, religion and ethnicity.
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notion of woman's superior moral qualities. Women with experience in
benevolent and missionary associations were ready to take on larger roles in
the reform movements of the day. As the moral keepers of the family, they
felt justified in broadening their mandate by applying housekeeping and
maternal skills for the greater public good. As women gained experience and
confidence in their own abilities, their own lack of civil rights and
opportunities for higher education and employment became more difficult
for some to accept. Middle-class women who had been well versed in helping
their less fortunate sisters and brothers began to recognize their own poverty
in terms of education and civil rights. To a lesser degree, poorer, working-
class women were also forming organizations to protect their interests and
improve conditions. The latter half of the nineteenth century saw an
astounding proliferation of women'’s associational activity. Not only were
women acting within local groups, but the emergence of national and
international affiliations began to take place.

Many women were beginning to lobby and fight for a better world for
themselves and engage in associations that furthered their own interests;
however, most of these same women still maintained connections with
associations that supported charitable purposes. Self-betterment itself was
conceived as a way of making a better world. If women were better educated
and given the chance to contribute more fully in society, they argued that they
would be better mothers, wives and civic participants.

Women'’s activities were fitting in with larger forces in society. The
latter part of the nineteenth century was a period of profound social and
political change. Industrialization was reordering patterns and relationships
in the work force and shifting populations from rural to urban settings.

Horrible work conditions and overcrowded housing in city slums became



more evident. Among religious middle-class women and men a belief in
bringing together spiritual and secular concerns for the betterment of society
emerged as the ‘social gospel’ movement. As Colin Howell states “... most
mainstream churches were turning away from an earlier preoccupation with
individual sin and personal salvation and embracing a new gospel that
stressed the possibility of social regeneration.”18 Social gospel activists
provided leadership in reform and welfare work into the first few decades of
the twentieth century, and at times, served as voices of conscience,
particularly on issues concerning war and peace.!?

The years leading up to World War I are of particular importance in
assessing women's organizational readiness and participation once war was
declared. The expansion of the National Council of Women of Canada from
the period 1900-1914 gives a representative picture of women's organizational
growth across the country. In The Splendid Vision: Centennial History of the
National Council of Women of Canada 1893-1993, Naomi Griffiths compares
these years of growth in the Council with the expansion in Canadian society
in general, stating that changes were evolutionary rather than revolutionary.
The Council had developed a “clearer understanding of how [it] could
marshal its resources most efficiently, and of the role that the National
Council should play in informing and directing public opinion.”20 The
Council had built a considerable public profile and had carried out effective
lobbying for particular causes. By 1914, the membership stood at 150,000, with

18Colin Howell, “The 1900s: Industry, Urbanization, and Reform”, The AHantic Provinces in
Confederation, eds. E.R. Forbes and D.A. Muise (Toronto, Fredericton: University of Toronto
Press, Acadiensis Press, 1993), p.157.

19Thomas P. Socknat Witness Against War: Pacifism in Canada 1900-1945 (Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 1987). pp. 21-23. Chapter 2 will address this element in more detail.

20Naomi Griffiths, The Splendid Vision: Centennial History of the National Council of
Women of Canada (Ottawa: Carleton University Press, 1993), p. 91.



twenty affiliated associations at the national level; in Nova Scotia, there were
local councils in Halifax, East Pictou, West Pictou, Truro, Yarmouth and
Sydney.2! Long-established councils, such as those in urban centres like
Halifax could count on having considerable numbers of affiliates within the
local area. According to a brief history of the Local Council in Halifax, over
fifty groups were represented in its earliest days. 22 When war broke out, the
work of councils on both the local and national levels expanded
tremendously. The example of Nova Scotian women’s organizational
capacity, as witness in their rallying meeting as soon as the war was declared,
serves to illustrate the key importance of women'’s volunteer experience in
mobilizing services and support. Prominent Council members who had been
active on many social and political fronts were the logical leaders in the
volunteer mobilization. The other large affiliated groups, such as the
Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), Women's Institute (WI),
and the Imperial Order Daughters of the Empire (IODE) also made use of their
effective networking to further the volunteer efforts. These groups did not
necessarily respond to the war in a uniform way; nevertheless, all participated
in volunteer services.

Within little more than two weeks after Agnes Dennis put out the call
to the women of the provinces, responses had been heard from 108 towns and
villages, as well as 278 personal letters of enquiry and offers of service.23 The
Local Council not only had excellent organizational capacity, but also it had a

large, spacious mansion, which served as a work space for the production of

2bid., pp. 111-112.

2Canadian Federation of University Women, Halifax Club, September 1990 Newsletter. The
Local Council in Halifax began in 1894. According to the newsletter, there were some periods
when the Council had one hundred affiliate groups. It may well have been during the pre-
WWI years, for there was considerable activity and growth in the Council at that time.

23 Annual Reports of the Canadian Red Cross Society, Nova Scotia Division, 1914-18.
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relief supplies as well as functioning as the central clearing house and depot
through which the supplies could be channelled.2 The women of the
Council were, unquestionably, essential to the organization of every aspect of
relief work throughout the war period. The Red Cross became the
organizational structure for the wartime cause, but the prime volunteer
organizers in the newly-formed Red Cross were active Council leaders.

In the early days, the executive of the newly-initiated Red Cross was
entirely female. As the Red Cross became more established and critical in its
wartime relief role, men became involved in financial and advisory capacities
although the actual volunteer work continued to be done by women.

It is interesting to compare the organizational composition of the local
Red Cross and other women-run organizations with a relief organization
organized by men during this period. The Massachusetts-Halifax Health
Commission which was organized as a result of the 1917 Explosion is a case in
point. Suzanne Morton’s article on the conflicts that arose between the well-
established Victorian Order of Nurses (VON) and the Massachusetts-Halifax
Health Commission( MHHC) highlights some of the differences.Z> The VON,
which grew out of women’s volunteer efforts, provided both practical
nursing care and public health education on a limited budget, and in its early
years struggled against the resistance of the medical elite. The MHHC, with its
much larger budget and differing public health philosophy (in which the

roles of educator and bedside nurse were separated) threatened to destroy the

24 The Council House was a fortuitous legacy from the estate of a local businessman, George
Wright, who willed his home to the Council, on the eve of his departure from Liverpool,
England, on the Titanic.

2Suzanne Morton, ““Never Handmaidens’: The Victorian Order of Nurses and the
Massachusetts-Halifax Health Commission”, Ground Zero: A Reassessment of the 1917
Explosion in Halifax Harbour, eds. Alan Ruffman and Colin Howell (Halifax: Nimbus &
Gorsebrook Research Institute, 1994), pp. 195-205.



VON's existence in Halifax. The history of the two organizations in the post-
Explosion years is revealing.

As for volunteer women, they were given no leadership in the
Explosion crisis, although they provided goods and services, and many of
their Red Cross reserve stocks were diverted from going overseas for use
locally. Both the volunteer (Red Cross) and professional (VON) women'’s
organizations had far more experience in dealing with relief work on the
practical level of delivery of services; the Relief Commission had more
money and professional expertise of a certain sort, but they were ill-prepared
for the real work required. Undoubtedly the Commission could have
benefitted from women's organizational and practical expertise. A study on
differences in men’s and women’s organizations offers some clues as to why.

J. Miller McPherson and Lynn Smith-Lovin in their article “Women
and Weak Ties: Differences by Sex in the Size of Voluntary Organizations”26
state that men tend to join core organizations which are large and related to
economic institutions (eg. business-related, labor, and veterans’
organizations), whereas women are located in peripheral organizations
which are smaller and more focussed on domestic or community affairs (eg.
social, church, or community groups). Men join groups, in large part, for
economic reasons; their larger associations provide them with greater
opportunities to network, and thus improve their chances for greater status
and power.

Women, with their long history of charitable, community-based

groups, have developed strategies for getting much practical work done with

26, Miller McPherson and Lynn Smith-Lovin. “Women and Weak Ties: Differences by Sex in
the Size of Voluntary Organizations.” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 87, No. 4, 1982, pp.
883-904.
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few resources beyond their own time, labour, and ingenuity. Their groups,
particularly when they remain small and localized, tend to be more
consensual and less hierarchical in structure and practice. It is possible that
the problems that plagued the Massachusetts-Halifax Relief Commission
stemmed from the men'’s lesser experience in dealing with situations that fell
outside of the range of their own self-interest.

A tension similar to the one that existed between the local VON and
the MHRC is reflected in Alan Price's article “Edith Wharton at War with the
American Red Cross: The End of Noblesse Oblige”?7 and points to the
striking differences between the Canadian Red Cross (particularly the Nova
Scotia Division) and the American Red Cross. As an American living in
Paris, writer Wharton was directly involved with the war long before the

United States entered the fray. According to Price:

Within days of the opening of the war in August of 1914,
[Wharton] organized a workroom in her district of Paris for
women thrown out of their jobs by the general military
mobilization....[S]he established the American Hostels for
Refugees, a charity that would eventually serve the nutritional,
housing, educational, medical, and employment needs of
thousands of refugees....When the Belgian government asked if
she could find shelter for ninety orphaned and abandoned girls
scheduled to arrive in Paris within forty-eight hours, she said
yes. In the next two weeks they sent her six hundred more, and
the Edith Wharton Children of Flanders charity was under way.
All of that and the war was not yet nine months old.28

Price goes on to say that Wharton “set up convalescent homes for

refugee women and children, arranged tuberculosis sanitariums for soldiers,

27 Alan Price, “Edith Wharton at War with the American Red Cross: The End of Noblesse
Oblige.”, Women'’s Studies, 1991, Vol. 20, pp. 121-131.
281pid., pp. 121-2, citing R.W.B. Lewis, Edith Wharton: A Biography.



and organized a fund to house the second wave of refugees from the
devastated regions of northern France.”2? Wharton was just one of a number
of Americans in France who were active in relief work.

In 1917, when the United States entered the war, the American Red
Cross (ARC) became the officially designated charity of the U.S. Government.
Up until that time, the ARC had been run consecutively by two women
presidents, the founder, Clara Barton (from 1882-1904)30 and Mabel Boardman
(from 1904-1917). The government administration decided to restructure the
ARC, creating a War Council made up entirely of men from banking,
business and industry. They were able to raise tremendous funds; however,
their administration of the funds left much to be desired.

Wharton and the other privately-funded American charities operating
in France had, up until this time, relied on donations from people in the
United States. When the ARC came into its new powerful position, many of
the sources of funding dried up for these private charities. Initially Wharton
and fellow relief workers in France looked forward to some financial aid and
relief of duties arriving through the Red Cross; however, the ARC
organization proved to be dictatorial and insensitive to the existing private
charities, quickly eliminating the French volunteers and medical staff (by
putting in their own newly-recruited American staff) and reducing the
services for the recipients of relief. Conditions in sanitariums seriously
deteriorated. Expediency overruled humanitarian practices.

The new head of the American Red Cross was vice-president of J.P.

Morgan Company and a former bank president. He secured the volunteer

bid., p.122.

30For a provocative look at the complexities of one women’s response to war through
humanitarian works, see Ellen Langenheim Henle’s article “Clara Barton, Soldier or Pacifist?”
Civil War History, Vol. 24, 1978, pp. 152-160.
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services of the presidents of Anaconda Copper and the American Tobacco
Company, the vice-presidents of American Steel Foundries and the Guaranty
Trust Company, the former secretary of the Interior, as well as top executives
from AT&T and American Express.31 These men were experts at raising
money (and making money from the business of war itself); however, they
did not have people skills or grass-roots organizational skills. They effectively
destroyed the existing, well-functioning charities in France.

The contrast in the American and Canadian Red Cross operations is
significant in terms of the way the work was carried out and by whom.
Although the Canadian Red Cross in Nova Scotia evolved into an
organization with predominantly male figureheads, the work was largely
initiated, organized and carried out by women. At the time, it augured well
for the maintenance of an efficient and cooperative organization.

Women'’s organizational work during wartime was not restricted to
war relief. Up until the time of the World War I, Canadian women had been
prime movers in most social reform, health, and educational causes
particularly those directed at women and children, and these areas of concern
continued to be pressing. In many ways the war exacerbated the problems of
women and children, as men were siphoned off for military services. As

Griffiths says about the NCWC:

Voluntary activity of members intensified and expanded into
new fields. Council was deeply involved in the development of
social policies aimed at supporting the families and dependents
of those who enlisted. Such policies required much greater
volunteer effort and a much augmented state role in social

31price, “Edith Wharton at War”, p-125.



programs. Council also had to concern itself with the broadening
participation of women in the labour force.32

Griffiths goes on to describe the ways in which women’s volunteer
activities were crucial for the relief of social distress at this time. At the
beginning of the war there was no coordinated state structure for the
provision of social services; in fact, it was women'’s volunteer efforts that
“contributed significantly to shifting Canada away from reliance on private
action for the alleviation of public misery to provision of social services
through the machinery of the state.”33

While the war sometimes diverted women'’s groups away from their
pre-war concerns, there was still a considerable groundswell of political
agitation. Many women felt that their wartime contributions more than
justified their right to the franchise. Ongoing discussion continued on how
women would use their vote once suffrage was achieved. By the war’s end,
franchise at the provincial level was not universal, and where franchise was
given, it did not necessarily include the right to stand for public office.
Women had gained the vote at the national level, but their position in the
public realm still left much to be desired. Following the war and leading up to
the Second World War, women made some gains but also suffered
considerable losses, particularly in the area of powerful separate-sex political
action. Within the women’s movement, prior to the vote, there had been

discussion about the formation of a women’s party and whether women

32Griffiths, A Splendid Vision, p.124. Griffiths points out (citing Ceta Ramkhalawansingh)
that “the war did not mark a significant departure from the slow rise in female employment,
but it did produce a temporary flux into the work force, changes in occupations and some
changed attitudes.”

Brbid., p. 125
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would make better gains through a female bloc approach.3¢ However, once
the vote was available to most Canadian women, integration into the existing
political parties was seen by many as the way to gain equality. The women’s
movement, in general, lost momentum with such fragmentation. In the
inter-war years, the peace movement gained considerable support among
many church and women'’s organizations, but once war was declared, actual
anti-war resistance was limited. When WWII broke out, there were many
women'’s groups in existence in the country and they were readily mobilized
for relief organization. It is difficult to know whether a strong political
organization of women, had it existed, would have provided a more
powerful and critical voice for women vis & vis the war itself.35

The Second World War saw Canadian women joining forces, once
again, in aid of the war relief effort. Women'’s church groups, organizations
and service clubs rallied, using their organizational experiences to mount an
astounding campaign which was sustained and enlarged during the six long
years of the war. The majority of relief supplies were channelled through the
local branches and regional divisions of the Canadian Red Cross. During the
war, politicians and propagandists were lavish in their praise for women'’s
efforts; however, wartime histories have consistently ignored, or, at best,

glossed over the story of women's volunteer work.

340n an international level, the Woman’s Peace Party was founded in 1915, and was renamed
the Women'’s International League for Peace and Freedom in 1919. (Barbara Melosh, “‘Peace in
Demand’: Anti-War Drama in the 1930s”, History Workshop, Vol. 22, Aut. 1986.) A number of
Canadian pacifists were members of this group. (Barbara Roberts, “Why Do Women No
Nothing to End the War?" )

35From more recent times, in the United States, election polls in 1980 in the Reagan era showed
a considerable gender gap in voting patterns, based on three factors: women’s anti-militarism,
and economic and feminist issues. Anti-militarism among women accounted for the highest
proportion of the gap. (Val Burris, “The Meaning of the Gender Gap: A Comment on Goerztel”,
Journal of Political and Military Sociology. 1984, Vo. 12 (Fall): 335-343. Elshtain (Women and
War, p. 199) is more circumspect on this matter, pointing to the lack of real follow-through of
women voters.



British women’s wartime volunteer work has been better recorded.3¢ In
1948, an official history of the Women’s Voluntary Services (WVS) of Britain
was published. Women in Green (The Story of the W.V.S.) 37 recounts the
remarkable undertakings of the WVS and its thousands of volunteers. As an
official history of the organization, it is a laudatory account, with little critical
analysis. Expressing much gratitude to those organizations outside of Britain
that channelled their financial aid and relief supplies through the WVS,
there is only a slight subtext to indicate that there might have been any
dissatisfaction with such aid. The WVS was the official body through which
the American Red Cross sent all its aid to Britain. Some of the WVS practices
were altered through stipulations made by the ARC. While the writer does
not express any direct criticism, the following passage from Appendix A in
Women in Green is surprising and, seemingly, out of style and context with

the tenor of the rest of the book:

In the course of six years’ experience of red tape, leading
members of the W.V.S. came to the following
conclusions:

1. A CO-ORDINATOR is a man who brings organised chaos out
of regimented confusion.

2. ACONFERENCE s a group of men who individually can
do nothing and as a group can meet and decide
that nothing can be done.

3. A STATISTICIAN is a man who draws a mathematically
precise line from an unwarranted assumption to
a foregone conclusion.

4. A PROFESSOR is a man whose job it is to tell students
how to solve the problem of life which he

36See Arthur Marwick The Home Front: The British and and Second World War (London:
Thames and Hudson, 1976) and Raynes Minns, Bombers and Mash: The Domestic Front 1939-45
(London: Virago Press, 1980). Minns lists other titles in her select bibliography that cover some
of this history.

37Charles Graves, Women in Green (The Story of the W.V.S.) (London: William Heinemann
Ltd., 1948).
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himself has tried to avoid by becoming a
professor.

5. AN EFFICIENCY EXPERT is a man who knows less about
your business than you do and is paid more for
telling you how to run it than you could
possibly make out it even if you ran it right,
instead of the way he told you to.

6. A CONSULTANT is an ordinary chap who is a long way
from home.38

The text that follows appears to be entirely unrelated: “American Red
Cross supplies had arrived....” , yet it is difficult to ignore this coupling. The
inclusion of this set of definitions, even if it was meant to be humorous,
hints at what the volunteers (the majority of whom would have considered
themselves ordinary, conservative housewives, not feminists) must have
thought of the organizing and administrative capacities of the men with
whom they had to deal. It also provides a link to other questions: did women
themselves see their work in a different light than was interpreted within the
larger politicized sphere? To what extent was women’s work coopted by the
state and other vested interests?

Women'’s records of their own work in organizations were very
different from the records that bureaucrats, politicians or propagandists
created.39 Furthermore, women in their organizations were well-experienced
in taking practical action; the wartime crisis simply required more intensified
service. In the months preceding the Second World War, a number of leading
professional women met with members from seventy-five women’s groups
across the country to organize the Voluntary Registration of Canadian

Women.40 This national registry was to serve as a data bank of women'’s skills

38Graves, Women in Green, p. 259.
39This will be discussed in more detail in Chapters Three and Four.
40Chatelaine, June, 1939, p.10.



and resources in the event of war. However, in Debates of the House of
Commons during the wartime period, one can see the way women’s work
was interpreted differently by politicians. The majority of Members would
have shared the position taken by Prime Minister Mackenzie King, who, with
a patronizing attitude, appropriated women’s initiatives by establishing in
1941 the Department of National War Services to take charge of the work they

were already doing:

[The Department] will be entrusted with the duty of directing
and mobilizing the activities of thousands of our citizens who
are seeking practical and useful outlets for their enthusiasm and
patriotism...The object... is to help Canadians to help Canada by
their free-will offerings, which have been so generously made
and will be so generously continued.4!

Another Member, Joseph Harris, who felt that the government could

take advantage of women’s ‘enthusiasm’, made similar patronizing remarks:

Hon. members must remember that the women who do this
work...want to get credit for it. Give them that credit. It is a small
concession to make in return for the work they will do. They do
not want money: They simply want some recognition of the
energy and enthusiasm they are putting into this work.42

Gordon Graydon, one of the more progressive members was
undoubtedly a minority voice when he said that he would “always hold it
against this government that they contributed nothing by way of money or
otherwise to... the women for that registration; they did it voluntarily, and
throughout the length and breadth of Canada.”4 A comparable registration

41w.L.M.King, Debates of the House of Commons, 1941, p.1404. Quoted in Teresa Nash’s Ph.D.
disseration “Images of women in the National Film Board of Canada Films during World War
Il and the post-war years” (McGill, 1982), p. 87.

42Debates, 1941, Nash, p.88.

43Debates, 1940, Nash, p.86.
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carried out by the WVS in Britain was initiated by and had the full financial
support of the government.44

Canadian women’s organizational history shares common ground
with women’s organizational culture in other countries. During both world
wars, however, Canadian women played a larger part in initiating and
organizing their own agenda for relief efforts. The work of Britain's women
was monumental in its efforts and scope, but because of the closer affiliations
with and financial support of the government, and because there was so
much ‘on the ground’ dealing with direct emergency services, their work has
been cast in a different light. The lateness of the American arrival into both
wars created a dissimilar situation in the United States. Some American
women did not wait until American entry to participate in relief work, as is
witnessed by the example of Edith Wharton and other like-minded
individuals during W.W.I and by the example of women'’s group who sewed
and sent supplies through both the American and Canadian Red Cross prior
to American entry into World War I1.45 As already discussed, the American
Red Cross, with its leadership and direction in the hands of high-powered
political men, was quite different from its Canadian counterpart. Barbara
Steinson, in discussing the other volunteer efforts leading up to and during
American involvement in World War I, corroborates this story of women's
lesser role in guiding the relief movement. Women participated but did not
make the big decisions; they were "to do the 'foot work’, [but] were to take

their orders from men".46

#Chatelaine, June 1939, p.11.
45Graves, Women in Green, and Canadian Red Cross records.

46Barbara Steinson, American Women's Activism in World War | (New York: Garland
Publishing, 1982), p. 312.



Curiously, Canadian women’s wartime organizational history seems to
share more common ground with that of American women'’s efforts during
the Civil War. Although there are significant differences between the
situations, one can draw many parallels between the Canadian story and
historian Anne Firor Scott’s account of U. S. women's organizational
mobilization in the first days of the war (and throughout its duration). 47
During the Civil War, responding with immediacy to the crisis, American
women had a more important role in the initiating and carrying out of relief
efforts than in later conflicts. The delayed entry of the U.S. into both world
wars meant that the government played a larger part in defining women's
efforts.

Scott goes so far as to suggest that women's superior organizational
skills and willingness to provide humanitarian aid prolonged the Civil War
in the United States. So too, it may well be that Canadian women helped to
prolong both world wars. It is difficult to know for certain, but this possibility
is one that women might consider in the event of future war. When women,
with their excellent organizational skills, volunteer their services, even for
humanitarian reasons, do they unwittingly contribute to ongoing war-
making? If women en masse refused to cooperate in times of war, would it
make a significant difference?48

While one element of this thesis is to interrogate the idea of women's
unconflicted patriotic support of the two world wars, there is no d