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In 1891 Alice Barrett Parke went to visit her friends Lizzie and Mary 
Harding, who were living in Vancouver and working as school teachers. 
In her diary Parke recorded this singular evening of girl talk:

We were all talking about marriage the other night, & Mary said so many 
people wondered why she had never married – how she had managed to 
withstand the opportunities and importunities of a new country, where 
so many men are walking about unattached. It seemed to me they are 
something like the little pigs in our old nursery rhyme who used to run 
about with knives & forks sticking in them, crying “Who’ll take a piece 
of me” – only these self-sacrificing creatures are pleading to be allowed 
to give the whole of themselves. However, to return to our subject, Mary 
said she had so long earned her own money, and spent it as she pleased, not 
having to give account to any one, that she could not bear the idea of having 
someone else give it to her, & she added “To tell the truth I don’t care to give 
up a sixty dollar school for a forty dollar man.” It sounded so funny I had 
to laugh.1

This rare account of female conversation in turn-of-the-century Vancouver 
touches playfully on issues of work and marriage and suggests the 
pleasures as well as the pressures experienced by young women inhabiting 
this far shore of Canadian civilization. Parke refers to the large number of 
unattached men in the West who outnumbered unattached women and 
who, according to this account, dashed about in search of a woman who 
would take them. The expectation that all young women would indeed 
marry was strong, and twenty-five-year-old Mary attests to the curiosity 
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surrounding her single status. Her answer is a striking assertion of female 
independence that places the labour market against the marriage market 
in the most rationalist of terms. Her words would have confirmed the fears 
of many social critics who believed that women’s domestic roles as wives 
and mothers were put in jeopardy by the increasing entrance of women 
into paid employment, a dubious moral sphere where social and financial 
independence might weaken women’s inclination to marry. My interest 
lies in the social discourse that surrounded the figure of the “working 
girl” in the West, where specific social and geographic conditions shaped 
the debate concerning women and work in the city. Parke’s depiction of 
young women blithely setting men against paycheques was not the vision 
of womanhood that the fledgling nation espoused.
 This book addresses representations of young wage-earning women in 
western Canada, who, in the early part of the twentieth century, became 
touchstones for judgments on city life, work, and morality. Young, 
single, wage-earning women were something new and troubling to the 
middle-class administrators and social critics of the time. The numerous 
single working men, with their overcrowded dwellings and tendencies 
to unionize, were considered somewhat disorderly, but the necessity of 
their presence in the rapidly expanding urban centres of the West was 
never questioned. Young working women, by comparison, seemed 
to embody all that was unnatural and unnerving about modern times: 
the disintegration of the family, the independence of women, and the 
promiscuity of city life. So serious was the moral danger surrounding 
these “working girls” that the very future of the nation, symbolized in 
these future mothers, appeared to be at stake. Indeed, the figure of the 
working girl gained increasing notoriety in her time and was the subject 
of intense public debate. These kinds of anxieties were not unique to the 
West: the issue of wage-earning women was deemed a social problem 
throughout Canada. But in the West these anxieties were exacerbated 
and amplified in particular ways. The West was known for its shortage 
of white women, and as a result the female minority and its pursuits 
were subject to a good deal of scrutiny. The West also continued to be 
popularly figured as a frontier space and as a colonial outskirt, long after 
the East was felt to be comfortably settled and urbanized, and ideals about 
women’s roles in these liminal spaces – daughters of the British Empire, 
mothers of the nation – were carefully preserved. Also particular to the 
West was its extremely rapid industrialization and urbanization, which 
spurred equally rapid social change for both genders. Although the East 
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was gradually coming into its own as an urban industrial setting, in the 
West conquering the wilderness was still the vivid theme – whereas 
urban peril was a troubling new horizon. The West also felt the pressures 
of immigration in ways distinct from the rest of Canada. The first two 
decades of the twentieth century saw rapid population growth in the cities 
of British Columbia and the Prairies, and the multiculturalism of the 
influx was cause for concern to a white middle class for whom the British 
Isles represented Canada’s ideal roots. Hostility toward Asian immigrants 
was especially persistent in the West, and since women wage earners 
often filled the same kind of low-paying jobs as Asian workers, a specific 
kind of protectionism attached itself to white women in the workplace. A 
number of aspects of the western scene make it distinctive and deserving 
of independent analysis. I elaborate on them in this book.
 Mine is not a broad overview but a focused attempt to examine how 
the working girl was depicted and characterized in this period of rapid 
growth and intense social change, and while I draw on texts that describe 
or originate in various parts of the West, I choose to highlight Vancouver 
for particular local detail because it exemplifies many of the characteristics 
important to the analysis of the working girl in the West. For one thing, it 
was one of the larger cities in the West throughout this period, second only 
to Winnipeg, and because the working girl really found her footing in the 
city, Vancouver offers a certain scope for analysis not available everywhere. 
Its position in the far West, meanwhile, gives it an almost liminal quality 
that is particularly interesting when it comes to the representation of 
women in a far-away frontier, hitherto known for its rugged culture 
of lone bachelors. And Vancouver too was highly preoccupied with the 
supposed problems of Asian immigration and its effects on the city’s young 
white women. For these reasons, I use Vancouver as my local example of 
the issues that I also discuss with reference to the West as a whole.
 As noted, it was a commonplace in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries that western Canada suffered from a dearth of women. This 
concern referenced white women exclusively, for it was felt that white 
women had a key role to play as cultural carriers and agents of social uplift 
in Britain’s colonial outposts, and this attitude persisted when it came to 
Canada’s frontier space of the West. Promotional campaigns for British 
immigration to the West figured it as a land of lonely bachelors, hungry for 
wives. But behind the rhetoric was a more pragmatic and economic need 
that was no less pressing: women were in demand as workers in a range 
of female-identified jobs – domestic service predominated, but openings 
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proliferated for waitresses, chambermaids, laundry workers, textile and 
retail workers, and telephone operators as well as for educated women, 
who were needed to fill positions as teachers, nurses, and stenographers. 
Yet despite this demand for women workers in a narrow but expanding 
range of jobs and industries, an emphasis on women’s domestic roles 
persisted; middle-class social commentators and journalists represented 
domestic service as the best kind of work for women – as preparing them 
for their ultimate roles as wives and mothers while keeping them within 
the domestic sphere itself as a workplace. A preferred narrative had women 
working as domestics almost as a brief but productive apprenticeship 
before accepting one of the West’s worthy bachelors. The idea of women 
entering the more public wage-earning arena did not make for such a 
reassuring narrative of marital and domestic completion. The working 
girl, living on her own in what persisted to be seen as a frontier space, 
away from family, earning her own paycheque in the morally dubious 
workplaces of Canada’s newest cities, suggested whole new trajectories 
for women in the industrializing nation. These new developments 
were troubling to many, and a re-emphasis on domesticity often caused 
women’s labour to be overlooked for its contribution to the economic 
development of the West. To some, however, particularly to writers of 
creative works, the working girl was a figure rich in representational 
possibility – a new inhabitant of a modern urban scene that suggested 
imminent transformation in gender roles and Canadian society.
 This book focuses on the representation of women more than on the 
real women and what they actually did. It is not a history of the working 
girl in the West but a study of how she was imagined, represented, and 
constructed as a figure within the cultural narratives of Canada, the 
West, and the empire. Representations of people may, however, reflect 
and suggest the real people to an always shifting degree, and analyzing 
the representations means drawing on the actual history and connecting 
the rhetoric with the reality where possible. So with my eye always fixed 
mainly on the representational, I have tried to retain a sense of the real 
and the material as well, so that the importance of women’s agency and 
experience is recognized. My primary concern has to do with the range of 
discourses produced by imperial idealism, reformist critique, and literary 
creativity; nevertheless, while these varied media sought to define her, the 
real working girl was out there, working her various jobs, living with 
family or without, socializing with co-workers, participating in new forms 
of leisure, managing her romantic life, and indeed perhaps pioneering 
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new attitudes, new habits, and new ways of negotiating gender and work. 
Balancing the real and representational is a complicated process, but the 
working girl and the narratives that characterize her do lend themselves 
to a representational analysis, so I tailor my methodology to fit this 
important figure and to draw out what she can tell us about gender and 
work in the urbanizing Canadian West.
 Most influential in guiding my approach has been Carolyn Strange’s 
groundbreaking book Toronto’s Girl Problem: The Perils and Pleasures 
of the City, 1880-1930.2 Strange provides discourse analysis of accounts 
from city administrators, social reformers, and courthouse authorities 
to unearth the story of the working girl and her moral regulation in 
Toronto, and I take my cue from her in my focus on discourse and 
representation. However, where Strange focuses largely on crime and 
policing involving the working girl, I take a more literary approach to 
her story, placing her within the reigning narratives of settlement and 
urbanization in the West and seeing how she appeared in the creative 
literature as well as in the social documents of the day. Public debates 
used representational methods to make the working girl signify the 
perils of a swiftly changing society, and my analysis focuses on narrative 
and representation in order to examine and contextualize these debates 
as a way to understand the symbolic import of this figure. To do this, 
I examine a diverse collection of texts, including newspaper reports, 
reform and social-purity discourse, official reports on labour, women’s 
travel accounts of Canada, and Canadian literature and poetry. I give 
some prominence to travel accounts because they seek to tell us about the 
Canadian West itself while also attempting to guide women entering the 
country; this urge to describe and prescribe women’s place in a still new 
society is of particular interest because the situating of the working girl 
in the West is central to my field of inquiry. British journalist Ella Sykes, 
for instance, travelled western Canada in 1911 under cover as a working 
girl looking for work as a “home-help.”3 Her resulting book must be read 
with an awareness of the mediating factors of her discourse – that she 
wasn’t a “real” working girl; that she was writing a form of immigrant 
advice literature bordering on promotion; and that with her she brought 
her own ideas about women and empire. Nevertheless, she does seek to 
foreground real experience, to document material conditions, and to give 
credit where credit is due when it comes to women and the work that 
they did. In my study I try to strike a balance in order both to appreciate 
how texts operate as they create meaning and shape the culture and to 
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maintain a sense of the material past in which working women existed.  
I have also given special attention to literature and fiction about the 
working girl because these works imagine the working girl creatively 
and see her ability to act in a symbolic way – as a figure through whom 
important social themes of gender, work, and the city may be presented 
and explored. The literary representations of the working girl are also 
instructive insofar as they transcend the narrow view of the working 
girl that dominates the reform rhetoric about her. Although working-
girl heroines in novels and stories grapple with issues familiar in reform 
literature about young women’s embattled virtue in the morally exposed 
workplace, often in these fictional forms the struggles of the working girl 
are explored in narratives that render with sensitivity and prescience the 
upheavals of a society coping with industrialism, urban turmoil, and the 
trials of modernity for women; these texts also have the scope to explore 
the possible effects of the working experience on the individual psyche, 
suggesting how work might influence and affect women’s individual 
choices, attitudes, and outlooks. These more complex representations 
are an important counterpoint to the depictions of the working girl in 
reform rhetoric and popular discourse of the day.
 Throughout the book I place various kinds of texts into dialogue in 
order to examine the cultural contexts within which the figure of the 
working girl took on a range of meanings. I am particularly interested 
in how certain social narratives took hold of the popular imagination and 
how those narratives then began to explain and to influence women’s 
roles in regard to work and domesticity in the West. Indeed, because the 
analysis of narrative is such an important part of my methodology, I will 
pause briefly here to discuss narrative style. I use the term “narrative” 
in the sense of “storytelling,” and I look for stories that featured the 
working girl and made sense of her role through narrative elements like 
plot, dramatic conflict, romance, and moral endings. Narratives of female 
immigration to the Canadian West, for instance, often told stories not 
just of movement through space but of hardship rewarded with romantic 
fulfilment. More alarmist narratives of the white-slave trade, meanwhile, 
contained the implicit threat that women who left home for waged work 
in the city were placing themselves in dire sexual peril, from which they 
would require last-minute rescue if they were to escape a fate worse than 
death. This book examines these narratives for what they tell us about 
the working girl’s symbolic import and about her lively setting in the 
provinces of western Canada. The working girl was a figure who seems 
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to have ignited her society’s imagination and its storytelling urges, so 
analyzing the narratives in which she appeared is a productive way to 
assess her cultural importance and social impact. These kinds of popular 
and media-based narratives constitute valuable social texts, providing 
insight into the cultural assumptions and social influences that followed 
women into their workplaces.
 The ambivalence concerning women’s new roles as wage earners was 
shaped by a complex set of ideologies concerning domesticity, female 
sexuality, and women’s responsibilities as the bearers of empire. My 
analysis situates the working girl in a place that was not only a part of 
Canada but also an outpost of empire. As Anne McClintock has argued, 
women’s entrance onto the imperial stage was largely choreographed by 
the “cult of domesticity.”4 This study focuses on imperialist rhetoric not 
in its official form as promulgated by policy makers or administrators but 
in its more popular guise as evinced in the enthusiasm of travel writers 
and promoters of western Canada. I am interested in how Canadians 
imagined themselves to be part of an imperial project and in how Canadian 
nationalism and imperialism worked partly together in the creation of a 
gender ideology that sanctified an ideal of “home” for women as the vessels 
of tradition, an ideal with which working girls were largely incompatible. 
In its more everyday popular forms – the poetry memorized in schools, 
celebrations of historical events – imperialism lasted well into the twentieth 
century. R.G. Moyles and Doug Owram study a wide array of literature 
produced in Canada and Britain that developed the tie between the two 
countries: “Canadians had been raised in the affirmation of their essential 
kinship with their transatlantic cousins … Canada, pre-war children were 
taught, was heir to the most glorious tradition of freedom and adventure 
in the history of mankind.”5 In the context of this popular allegiance to 
the ideals of imperialism, women in Canada often embraced their roles 
as mothers and daughters in an imperial family drama. The Imperial 
Order Daughters of the Empire, for instance, was founded in 1900, and 
its speakers toured western Canada in 1909, recruiting philanthropically 
minded middle-class women whose loyalty to empire was a vital part of 
their patriotism for Canada. This kind of daily imperial enthusiasm was 
an important part of gender ideology in western Canada, which still felt 
itself to be a frontier, a colonial outpost, where women would play a vital 
role. Not all women were equally invested in this somewhat nostalgic 
depiction of the women of empire. The young women who filled the low-
level, service-sector jobs in the West were not sought after as recruits to 
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the Imperial Order Daughters of the Empire, and often their work was 
looked upon as a distressing departure from their true domestic functions. 
Placing the alarmingly modern working girl into the reigning narratives 
of nationhood and imperialism was sometimes a taxing undertaking.
 In fact, the category of the “working girl” is still not always easily fixed 
or defined. The young women of my study include identifiably working-
class women such as domestic servants and laundry workers, but also 
wage-earning women whose class position is less decided: teachers and 
stenographers, for instance, were often well-educated women of more 
middle-class background. Because this book centres on the politics of 
representation, my definition of the “working girl” does not depend so 
much on specific class or economic categories (although these are still 
relevant) as much as it does on the representational agendas that allowed 
a variety of wage-earning women to figure as “working girls” in the 
popular imagination and the texts of the time. Thus while a teacher would 
not think of herself as occupying the same class or social standing as a 
domestic servant, in the representational strategies of the popular press or 
of writers of fiction like Bertrand Sinclair and J.G. Sime, both could be 
figured as examples of the working girl. At the turn of the century it was 
becoming much more acceptable for young women of the middle class 
to think of entering the workforce at least for a while before marriage, 
and these women often looked to their working-class counterparts for 
cues on social behaviour, workplace culture, and wage-earning lifestyle. 
Telephone operators, or “hello girls,” for instance, seem to have held a 
particular fascination for their middle-class contemporaries, and whenever 
they went on strike, young middle-class women seem to have jumped at 
the chance to try their hand at the switchboard. The image of the working 
girl thus took on a certain allure and a representational life of its own that 
could sometimes infiltrate the usually impervious boundaries of class and 
social position.
 Social authorities of the day did not view the problems of wage-earning 
women as co-extensive with those of working men, who faced problems 
of wages, working conditions, and workers’ rights; instead, they focused 
almost exclusively on the moral implications of women’s entrance into the 
workplace, particularly insofar as it represented a break from traditional 
Victorian ideals of domestic femininity. The implications of this relentless 
reduction of women’s work to issues of morality and social upheaval were 
far-reaching. Whereas men could easily, almost automatically, inhabit the 
part of the worker, with the rights and recognition that accompanied the 
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position, the roles of woman and worker were constructed in opposition – 
almost as antithetical – to each other. Expected to inhabit a domestic realm 
devoid of issues concerning capital, politics, or work, women were asked 
to embody social tradition and family, to be mothers to the new nation. 
When young women turned their backs on this sacred duty, they were 
subject to intense moralistic badgering from the reform-minded elite, to 
whom even the most far-fetched tales of white slavery seemed entirely 
credible, given the grave moralistic peril to which wage-earning women 
supposedly exposed themselves. Denied the recognition afforded male 
workers as members of the labour force and economic agents, working 
women suffered serious disadvantages in the workplace, their wages being 
depressed and their rights as workers being ignored by employers and 
union leaders alike. In fact, the conceptual apparatus that denied women 
the identity of worker persisted well into the twentieth century, and even 
now labour historians continue to rewrite and revise labour histories that 
initially failed to mention women. This is why an analysis that focuses 
on the politics of representation is especially important, for it is through 
representational conventions that women were pressured to embody a 
traditional domestic role, and likewise it is through a representational 
agenda that women were denied recognition as valuable workers.
 Who were the working girls in the West? What was the average work-
ing girl like (if an average can be said to have existed)? Before this study 
launches more fully into the representations and narratives of her plight, 
it may be useful to know a little about where the real working girls stood 
relative to the rest of the population. As Linda Kealey puts it, “in the 
contemporary mind and in the official census returns, the typical work-
ing woman was young, single, and in the labour force only until marriage 
or family responsibilities precluded further wage work.”6 In the first two 
decades of the twentieth century, women in the western provinces con-
stituted roughly 7 to 12 percent of the workforce.7 These numbers were 
below the national average of 13 to 15 percent, but this is not surprising 
given that women were outnumbered by men in the West by roughly two 
to one. In terms of the percentages, the numbers rise gradually through 
time; in Manitoba, for instance, the workforce was just under 10 percent 
female in 1901 and almost 15 percent female in 1921. But in terms of the 
actual numbers of women, the increase was significant because these  
decades saw such dramatic population growth in the West. So Manitoba’s 
10 percent in 1901 represents 8,575 women, and its 15 percent in 1921 
represents more than triple this figure at 31,682 women. And British 
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Columbia’s female percentage of the workforce grew from just under 6 
percent in 1901 to 11.6 percent in 1921, but this represents a more than 
five-fold increase in the number of women, from 4,762 to 25,513. So while 
the presence of women in the workforce was on the increase, the West’s 
rapid population growth may have made it appear even more dramatic to 
witnesses on the ground. Apart from domestic service, which was avail-
able in rural homes as well as towns and cities, waged work for women 
was concentrated in urban areas, so women always formed a slightly larg-
er proportion of the workforce in the cities than they did in the provinces 
overall. In 1931 in British Columbia, for instance, women accounted for 
14 percent of the workforce in the province overall, but comprised 19 per-
cent of the Vancouver workforce.8 As for the women themselves, most of 
them were under twenty-five years old, and most – about three-quarters 
of them – were single. Melanie Buddle has shown that in British Columbia 
there was a higher proportion than in Canada overall of married women 
who continued to work, and these women were more likely to own their 
own businesses, such as boarding houses, so marriage did not always sever 
women from the working world.9 Divorced and widowed women were 
also a small part of the female workforce, and in fact Buddle notes that 
despite the married status of many of the female boarding-house keep-
ers whom she studied, the husbands in many cases were absent. Some 
working women were thus the sole providers in their households and 
supported themselves and their families through waged work and self-
employment. Among the female workforce, however, young single wom-
en did dominate in numbers, and they were expected to fill their specific 
place in the labour market only for a limited time before they married 
– which in the West they were expected to do quickly. Buddle also notes 
that marriage rates were slightly higher for women in British Columbia 
than elsewhere in the country, supporting the idea that the West’s numer-
ous bachelors meant good marriage prospects for women, who seem to 
have taken advantage of their increased range of choice. Popular rhetoric 
of the day, however, certainly exaggerated these demographics; not all the 
West’s bachelors were interested in marrying, nor did those who were 
interested always meet the standards of the female minority.
 And what jobs did women take? The largest sector of female 
employment in the early twentieth century was domestic service, and 
western Canada was known for its voracious demand for servants; but these 
numbers were gradually declining.10 With increasing industrialization 
and urbanization, other kinds of jobs became more available to women, 
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and they fled the low-status drudgery of service as quickly as they could. 
On the rise was clerical work, but a woman needed a certain amount 
of education and training – language, shorthand, and typing skills – to 
be a stenographer, or “typewriter,” so it wasn’t a field available to all. In 
between the low-status unskilled arena of domestic service and the more 
educated professional fields of stenography, teaching, and nursing, then, 
fell a range of occupations for women, including work as chambermaids 
in hotels and boarding houses, as waitresses in restaurants, as workers 
in laundries and textiles, and as saleswomen in shops. Although there 
were some food-processing jobs in places like candy factories, bakeries, 
and fish-processing plants and salmon canneries, there weren’t as many 
factory jobs for women in manufacturing in the West as in the East. This 
makes a difference because it meant that there were fewer workplaces 
where working girls congregated in numbers. Service jobs in hotels and 
restaurants and retail work in shops might bring a few women together, 
but often women’s jobs – domestic service especially – could be isolating.
 One important question to investigators of the time was whether the 
working girl lived at home. It is difficult to answer this question with 
statistical precision, but most studies suggest that the self-supporting 
working girl away from family was in a minority, though a significant one. 
The history of the YWCA is useful in this matter, for this organization 
focused its energies directly on young women living away from home; 
one history of the association records that in 1907 “there were at the 
time 15,000 wage-earning women in Winnipeg, of whom nearly half 
lived away from home,” and that when new YWCA branches opened 
in western cities, “a residence was always the first and most pressing 
concern.”11 It was this independent working girl alone in the city who 
most interested her contemporaries: How did she live on her meagre 
wages? What did she do in her time off? What did she experience on 
the job? What did her work mean for her marriage prospects? The early 
part of the twentieth century saw the rapid settlement of the West, and 
as Paul Voisey notes, “one third of the pioneers who headed West before 
1916 found themselves living, not on the farm, but in the country villages, 
the bustling rail towns, and the fast-rising cities that sprang from the 
prairie.”12 Working women living away from home were often involved 
in the country-to-city migration that was taking place as part of the West’s 
rapid urbanization. In “The Log of a Calgary Stenographer,” published 
in the Morning Albertan in 1914, a freshly trained stenographer recounts 
her arrival in the city and her search for employment, her rapid success 
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suggesting that by this time cities had a relatively organized infrastructure 
for placing incoming female labour: “I was sent up to the office early on 
Monday morning by the Remington Typewriter Company and as I hunted 
up the place I decided it was the most wonderful institution in the world. 
Here was I, a green country girl, not a week in Calgary and without a 
friend, and yet I had a position all picked out for me and by night I would 
have earned some money.”13 The young working women who came to 
be known as working girls were thus a minority in the workforce and in 
the population, but they were a minority that made itself felt. Although 
restricted to a limited set of occupations and despite being expected to 
marry quickly and thereby leave their jobs, they nonetheless established 
their own place in the workforce and the urban scene.
 I divide this book into chapters that engage women’s imagined place 
in the West, the working girl in Canadian literature, the fears about 
prostitution, women’s strikes and labour activism, and the issue of the 
mixed-race workplace. In Chapter 1 I explore the ways in which white 
women were represented as desirable civilizing agents in the colonial 
West. Given that white women were considered vital to the healthy 
growth of the community, while also being in such limited supply, those 
women who did take up residence in the West were under intense scrutiny 
and suffered from a degree of representational overkill. These women, 
moreover, were subject not only to the preconceptions born of colonial 
enthusiasm but also to yet another layer of administrative zeal – the moral 
panic over women’s work. At the turn of the century, industrialism was 
rapidly changing Canada’s urban landscape, and the new figure of the 
urban working girl – usually young and single and now in command of 
her own paycheque – challenged traditional notions of femininity.
 In Chapter 2 I focus directly on literary representations of working girls 
in Canadian writing. In the United States the relatively new phenomenon of 
the independent urban working girl, sometimes referred to as the “woman 
adrift,” represented for many writers the modern city – its opportunities 
but also its potential for immorality and cultural disruption. In Canada, 
however, writers were more hesitant to address social issues and urban ills 
in their fiction, and the influence of the historical-romance genre, dominant 
at the time, dampened demand for socially engaged fiction. Those works 
that did represent the working girl usually did so in the often marginalized 
forms of issue-oriented social realism or romantic melodrama. These texts 
are an important element of my study because they offer complex and 
sustained representations of this figure, illuminating her place within the 
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literary and social discourse of the day. In this chapter I focus on five main 
texts: Marie Joussaye’s poem “Only a Working Girl” (1886), Agnes Maule 
Machar’s novel Roland Graeme, Knight (1892), Isabel Ecclestone Mackay’s 
House of Windows (1912), Bertrand Sinclair’s North of Fifty-Three (1914), 
and J.G. Sime’s collection of stories, Sister Woman (1919). Because working 
women were considered a problematic social issue, much of the fiction 
that addresses them is strongly socially engaged; for this reason, part of 
my methodology involves reading works of literature as social documents. 
This approach, in turn, allows me to read literary works alongside social 
criticism of the day and to analyze the representational politics at work in 
both. Although the texts that I examine differ greatly from one another 
in style, genre, and content, they all use the figure of the working girl to 
raise questions about the renegotiation of gender in the context of urban 
industrialism. Female sexuality is of especial interest to these writers, 
signalling the unease – and sometimes the enthusiasm – regarding the new 
opportunities available to wage-earning women.
 Chapter 3 picks up on the preoccupation with working women’s sexual 
choices by examining the social discourse on prostitution. Sex work is one 
industry that, even today, tends to be judged in terms of sexual morality 
rather than as work. But in the first part of the twentieth century, all 
women’s work was thought of in terms of morality, with prostitution as 
the worst-case scenario. This is one reason why it is important to include 
an analysis of sex work in discussions of women’s labour, for the tendency 
to reduce the debate on women’s labour to questions of sex alone finds its 
fullest articulation in the case of prostitution. One part of this chapter is 
an analysis of white-slave narratives and how they functioned to associate 
prostitution with mainstream working girls – as though to warn women 
of the dire results of challenging traditional gender norms. But I am also 
interested in prostitution as an example of women’s work that, although 
constantly under siege by the moral majority, was in fact a significant 
– even vital – segment of the economy in western towns and cities. To 
balance out the alarmist quality of reform rhetoric, I examine at length 
the autobiography of a career prostitute and madam, Madeleine Blair (a 
pseudonym), who depicts the sex industry in turn-of-the-century western 
Canada in her own remarkably forthright prose.14

 To what extent were working girls active in the organized labour 
movement, and how was their activism portrayed and represented? This 
is a question that I address in Chapter 4, where I single out two major 
examples of women on strike and examine how they were portrayed in 
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the newspaper coverage of the day. The working girl’s relationship to 
the organized labour movement was not without its tensions; the labour 
movement often perceived and represented itself as a brotherhood, 
and the labour market’s new contingent of lively young women was 
not always deemed real membership material. Just as women’s labour 
was downplayed as temporary, unskilled, and supposedly marginal to 
the economy, so was their activism sometimes disparaged by a labour 
movement that recognized protest only in highly masculine terms of 
militancy and fraternal solidarity. Despite these ambivalences, however, 
and especially where strong female leadership existed, working girls 
exhibited an enthusiastic spirit of resistance, forming their own unions, 
staging strikes, and proving the most capable of fundraisers, combining 
their union commitment with a genius for organizing dances. I single 
out two aspects that seem to recur in media coverage of striking women: 
fun and violence. Union women used their organizational skills and 
social acumen to organize highly profitable social events and dances, but 
they also gained a reputation for violence on the picket lines that was 
surprising to observers of the day. Moreover, reconciling these social and 
antisocial characteristics was difficult, and lends interesting complexity to 
the analysis of the working girl’s labour politics.
 The plight of the working girl often took on symbolic significance: 
the working girl’s troubles, for instance, might be used to represent the 
hardships of the working class at large, or her moral fall might signify the 
heartless amorality of capitalism. In British Columbia, where the white 
elite felt their identity threatened by Asian immigration, the working girl 
sometimes came to represent the province’s imperilled whiteness. Racist 
anxieties often coalesced around the mixed-race workplace, especially 
if it meant Asian men working alongside white women. When a white 
domestic worker was murdered in an upscale Vancouver home, with 
suspicion centring on her Asian co-worker, these fears exploded. In 
Chapter 5 I explore the racial discourse that drew on representations of 
young white working women in order to express deep-seated beliefs about 
racial and sexual purity in a multiracial society. A protectionist impulse to 
segregate white women from Asian men resulted in legislative agendas to 
ban white women from mixed-race workplaces, a policy that was highly 
unpopular among women workers, who didn’t appreciate the kind of 
moral protectionism that deprived them of their income.
 From our perspective at the beginning of a new century, it is clear 
that the steps taken by these early participants in women’s waged labour 
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were groundbreaking; in fact, many of the results feared by the reform-
minded community – that women might concentrate on their work 
instead of seeking only marriage, that they might delay motherhood or 
reject it completely, that they might exercise the same sexual freedoms 
available to men – have indeed came about. However, rather than taking 
this as evidence of society’s fallen condition, we congratulate a century of 
working women who changed society and the workplace. Some working 
women, like Vancouver’s Helena Gutteridge, saw that wage-earning 
women were in effect redefining the parameters of womanhood, and in 
this book I draw out some of these moments of gender transgression and 
transformation.
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At the turn of the last century, cultural narratives of gender in 
western Canada placed women between the highly traditional 
demands of home and family and the more material demands of 

the shifting nature of work. In the second half of the nineteenth century, 
the West was one of the distant outposts of empire, where a settler society 
primarily of British extraction sought to establish a stable and homogeneous 
settler culture amid the chaos of ethnic and cultural diversity. Women had a 
definite part to play in this setting, and campaigns to bring British women to 
the West were set in motion. It was hoped that women would bring a degree 
of civilization, permanence, and stability to the New World social scene: as 
wives and mothers they would reproduce British society both culturally 
and physically. This was a recognized ideal, born of imperial rhetoric and 
Victorian reverence for the home; but how seamless was this narrative once 
implemented? Were there contradictions that arose when the domestic and 
imperial ideals met the western Canadian setting? Women who came to the 
West through immigration campaigns were wanted, in part, to fill a labour 
shortage, yet the value of women’s work was consistently downplayed, and 
a resistance to accepting women as workers would persist well into the 
twentieth century. In fact, the idea of “work” itself tends to shift as soon 
as women become the workers under discussion. As Keith Grint argues, 
concepts or definitions of work “are symbols of cultures and especially 

chapte r  1

Working Women in the West  
at the Turn of the Century

It is a great call for women. There must be some who 
have the courage and the health to leave the ready-

made comforts of the old country, and come into this 
wild beautiful West, giving their best of mind and body 

for the race and for the Empire.

– Marion Cran (Mrs. George Cran), 
A Woman in Canada, 1908
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mirrors of power: if what counts as work is glorified or despised or gender-
related, then the language and practice of work allows us to read embodied 
fragments of wider social power.”1 Waged labour is one area where gender 
difference forcefully asserts itself as a major organizing principle, such 
that male workers and female workers occupy utterly different conceptual 
spaces. In Canada the kinds of paid work involving women were often 
devalued or disregarded, signalling in part that women’s primary function 
was thought to lie elsewhere. But economic demand and the initiative of 
women themselves told a different story of women’s place in the young 
nation. A reluctance to represent and acknowledge women as workers was 
persistent, but the jobs did exist and women were willing to adapt to the 
new demands made of them, even if this meant cultivating very different 
behaviours from those they knew in the home. This redefinition of gender 
had to take place on a representational level even as it was being worked 
out on the job and in the workplace, so exploring how working women 
were positioned in the West is a demanding conceptual task.
 This chapter focuses on the representational work that took place during 
two highly influential social movements: imperialism and industrialism. 
In the second part of the nineteenth century and continuing into the early 
twentieth century, imperialism set out specific functions for women as 
representatives of culture and empire. At the same time, industrialism, 
which came very rapidly to the West, was restructuring ideas of gender in 
the workplace. The working girl thus became the locus for many anxieties 
about the rapidly changing social environment, but she also embodied a 
certain romance about the young nation’s ability to rise to new challenges. 
These forces of imperialism and industrialism were, of course, operative 
throughout Canada, but in the West there were certain key differences that 
enhanced the interest in the figure of the working girl: the sense that the 
West was still a frontier space of empire and thus in need of the kind of 
civilization and cultivation that “girls of a high stamp”2 could bring; the 
ubiquitous concern about the shortage of women, which cast the West as a 
marital destination for young women; and the rapidity of industrialization, 
which created a demand for new kinds of workers – including female 
workers – especially in the quickly expanding urban centres.

WomEn WAnTEd In ThE WEsT

In late-nineteenth-century western Canada and continuing through to the 
early twentieth century, single white women were considered a scarce and 
highly desirable commodity. Elsewhere in Canada this was not the case. 
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In Toronto, for instance, women outnumbered men, and the discrepancy 
increased as young women left rural areas for work in the city.3 By 
comparison, British Columbia’s gold rush attracted large numbers of 
male settlers early on, and with an economy based on logging, fishing, and 
mining, the province remained slow to draw women immigrants. Despite 
British Columbia’s rapidly growing population, men still outnumbered 
women by two to one in 1911.4 The prairie provinces, meanwhile, were 
also known for their lonely bachelor farmers and hired hands, who 
reportedly longed for wives to put their homes in order. Jessie M. Saxby 
wrote a travel account of western Canada in 1890 and entitled one chapter 
“Women Wanted”:

The want of home life is keenly felt as a very great calamity by those western 
settlers. They envy such of their number as have been fortunate enough to 
induce sister, wife or mother to come and “keep house.” All would gladly do 
likewise. There seems about one woman to every fifty men, and I believe the 
old country could confer no greater boon upon this fine young nation than by 
sending it thousands of our girls to soften and sweeten life in the Wild West. 
The want of feminine influence tends to make the men (so they acknowledge) 
restless, dissatisfied, reckless, and godless. A Canadian gentleman of influence 
and education said: “Better even than money – and goodness knows, we need 
capital badly – should be a cargo of home-loving girls.”5

Saxby implies a direct relationship here between female scarcity and male 
dissipation, with the arrival of women – specifically home-loving ones – 
being immediately restorative. The West’s gender imbalance gave rise to 
campaigns to bring women to the West, and one promotional poster read, 
“Urgent! Thousands of nice girls are wanted in The Canadian West. 
Over 20,000 men are sighing for what they cannot get – wives!”6 But 
the rhetoric of these projects, and even the notion of a gender imbalance 
itself, depended on a number of conceptual paradigms and assumptions, 
themselves productive of specific cultural narratives concerning gender 
in the New World.
 Despite representations of a Canadian West devoid of the gentler 
sex, it is not as though there were no women in the West. Campaigns to 
attract white women to the West may have depicted a society of bachelors 
clamouring for wives, but Sylvia Van Kirk has found that throughout the 
history of the fur trade, marriages between European trappers and Native 
or Métis women were customary: “Such interracial unions were, in fact, 
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the basis for a fur trade society and were sanctioned by an indigenous 
rite known as mariage à la façon du pays – according to the custom of 
the country.”7 That such unions were common and accepted long before 
the shortage of white women became an issue suggests that the discourse 
of female shortage was itself shaped by changing social systems. In the 
mid-nineteenth century, with the establishment of a settler society, a shift 
in colonial and national thinking took hold, whereby mixed-race unions 
were increasingly frowned upon and white women became essential to 
the notion of civilized society. Cynthia Comacchio describes the effects 
of this important shift in attitudes, which was reflected in the marriage 
laws of the time: “The arrival of white women effectively ended the long-
standing practice of intermarriage according to the ‘custom of the country,’ 
as white men began to leave their Aboriginal families for new unions 
with white women. Previously upheld in Canadian courts, the validity 
of these mixed marriages was negated in 1886, when it was decided that 
the ‘cohabitation of a civilized man and a savage woman,’ for no matter 
how long, was not a legal marriage.”8 The so-called “shortage” of women 
in the West, then – although it did exist numerically – was actually a 
carefully constructed and deliberately promoted way of representing and 
shaping the West according to ideologies of empire and nation that held 
specific roles for women and families in a white settler society. Even the 
popular representation of Canadian men as lonely bachelors longing for 
wives proves suspect when one learns that many longstanding marriages 
were effectively being nullified to make way for new white wives.
 The degree of energy devoted to attracting white women to the West 
is testimony to the significance ascribed to these women and to the 
roles that they were expected to fill. One early effort set the stage for 
ongoing immigration campaigns that caught the popular imagination 
by foregrounding the romance of colonial Canada as a matrimonial 
destination – it was aptly called the “Bride Ship” initiative of the 1860s. In 
this instance, the Columbia Female Emigration Society was founded for 
the express purpose of bringing women to the province by collaborating 
with the London Female Middle-Class Emigration Society, whose 
mandate was to send women from England out to the colonies.9 This 
partnership was readily established because, while women in British 
Columbia were considered painfully scarce, Britain, by comparison, 
suffered from a female surplus. An 1851 survey in the United Kingdom 
concluded that, due in part to the departure of men to the colonies, in a 
total population of 27 million there existed a surplus of 650,000 women. 
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By the 1860s the number had reached 800,000, and by the early twentieth 
century 1 million.10

 Like the notion of a female shortage, the idea of a female surplus rests 
on specific assumptions about women’s place in society. The impossibility 
of the extra women in Britain finding husbands was a primary reason 
for their being labelled as “excess” or “redundant”; thus women’s roles as 
wives and mothers were considered so important that, failing marriage, 
women were judged obsolete, even anomalous, and hence part of a 
surplus. A 1908 travel narrative by Marion Cran examining the position 
of women in Canada is expressive of this attitude toward Canada’s female 
shortage and Britain’s surplus:

Whatever may be urged to the contrary by the enforced bachelor women 
of my own land, I know that in their secret hearts most of them think of 
marriage as the ultimate goal. An honourable wish, by no means to be 
hidden with shame. Every healthy normal woman has it … Our little 
Island on the edge of Europe is overcrowded with people, chiefly women, 
and a vast Continent in North America is at its wits’ end for inhabitants, 
especially women. Now why does not plus go over to minus and level things 
up a little, in order to make both countries more comfortable.11

Concern over Britain’s surplus women and the mathematically satisfying 
plan of having “plus go over to minus” through Canadian immigration 
was thus persistent, lasting from the nineteenth century into the twentieth. 
And women’s role as wives – their secret desire to marry no matter what 
they may say to the contrary – was given prominence, even though the 
arguably more pressing issue was a lack of employment for women in 
England and an increasing demand for women workers in Canada. The 
latter issue was discussed, but the romantic ending for women emigrants 
almost always framed the debate. A compelling and persistent narrative 
thus emerged, wherein Britain’s surplus women, unable to marry and  
so fulfill the requirements of their gender at home, would be siphoned  
off to the colonial margins of western Canada, where an excess of  
bachelors was desperate for wives and families: unruly bachelors would 
turn sober husbands by joining with redundant-women-turned-happy-
brides. The promises of this imperial romance were undoubtedly seductive 
– hence the christening of the two convoys of women to British Columbia 
as “Bride Ships.”
 Although little is known directly of the experience of the women who 
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came to British Columbia on the Bride Ships, especially before they left, 
one account of the voyage survives in the work of Frederick Whymper, 
a travel writer who recounts his 1862 voyage to Canada aboard the 
Tynemouth, the first of the Bride Ships:

Our most noticeable living freight was, however, an “invoice” of sixty 
young ladies, destined for the colonial and matrimonial market. They had 
been sent out by a home society, under the watchful care of a clergyman 
and matron; and they must have passed the dreariest three months of their 
existence on board, for they were isolated from the rest of the passengers, 
and could only look on at the fun and amusements in which everyone 
else could take a part. Every benevolent effort deserves respect; but, from 
personal observation, I can not honestly recommend such a mode of 
supplying the demands of a colony. Half of them married soon after arrival 
or went into service, but a large proportion quickly went to the bad, and, 
from appearances, had been there before.12

Frederick Whymper’s writing is a lovely blend of colonial and romantic 
rhetoric, indicative of the interwoven narratives surrounding the Bride 
Ship initiative. Referring to the “invoice” of women as “living freight” 
that will “supply the demands” of the “colonial and matrimonial market,” 
Whymper objectifies them through the vocabulary of capitalist enterprise 
– as cargo or marketable goods – thus revealing the degree to which these 
women, and the Bride Ship initiative itself, were embedded in the terms 
and dictates of mercantile imperialism. Whymper’s rhetoric, in addition to 
the detail about the women’s confinement on the ship, conjures images of 
imperial slave ships, similarly engaged in a colonial mercantile enterprise 
where humans were the “living freight.” Such a comparison may seem 
extreme, but it is nevertheless worthwhile to note such connections, even 
if only rhetorical, because they are signals of the inexorable power of the 
colonial enterprise, which did, after all, choreograph these more and less 
voluntary migrations.
 One assumes that the Bride Ship women, however driven by 
circumstance to emigrating, were relatively willing passengers, yet their 
confinement, coupled with Whymper’s own view of them as cargo, 
suggests a sinister edge to this “benevolent effort.” In her 1928 history, 
The Pioneer Women of Vancouver Island, N. de Bertrand Lugrin notes 
that “the first contingent of wives-to-be” (the precursor to those onboard 
the Tynemouth), who numbered about twenty, were drawn from orphan 
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asylums,13 and it seems doubtful that such young women (most of them 
between ages twelve and eighteen) would have been in a position to make 
free and informed choices about emigration.
 Whymper relates how, shortly following the Tynemouth’s disembarka-
tion, a brief mutiny resulted in the confinement of a number of the crew, 
creating a labour shortage that he and the young male passengers made 
up for by volunteering their services: “All the younger men came forward 
readily, were solemnly enrolled, and set to work at once … We found it 
good exercise, and worked with a will. Did we not know that the eyes 
of sixty maidens were looking on approvingly as we helped them on to 
the consummation of their dearest wishes? We did, and even our parson 
creditably proved his ‘muscular Christianity.’”14 Whymper casts himself 
as an agent of chivalry and object of desire for the now fully romanti-
cized, even fetishized, young maidens. The voyage to Canada, previously 
characterized as “the dreariest three months of their existence,” has now 
become the passage “to the consummation of their dearest wishes.” The 
juxtaposition of this highly romantic perspective with the earlier mer-
cantile imperialist rhetoric is telling. The promotional material that was 
used to encourage British female emigration depicted the Canadian West 
as a land of romantic adventure, where an overabundance of single men 
guaranteed marital bliss for the unemployed single women of Britain’s 
female surplus, and here Whymper exploits this romance narrative, cast-
ing himself in a supporting role.
 Shipped over by the boatload, these women were clearly being 
commodified, but it is not always readily apparent what the primary intent 
of this commodification was. Both Marion Cran’s belief that “in their secret 
hearts” most potential emigrants from Britain “think of marriage as the 
ultimate goal” and Whymper’s designation of the Bride Ship women as 
destined for the “matrimonial market” suggest that romance is the ruling 
narrative and that marriages will mark the happy ending. But part of 
the British anxiety about “surplus” women did arise from there being no 
adequate employment in Britain for the extra women. And the middle-
class women of the Canadian Emigration Society were not motivated 
merely by a desire to plan weddings. They wanted domestic servants, 
and Lugrin mentions that many of the Bride Ship women had positions 
waiting for them where they would start work immediately upon their 
arrival. As Marilyn Barber points out, “Class interests as well as imperial 
enthusiasms shaped the work of emigration promoters [who] … most 
warmly welcomed trained British domestic servants whom they and their 

22 Working Women in the West

T003 - UBC McMaster Artwork.indd22   22 11/27/07   8:47:00 AM



friends could employ while advancing the cause of the Empire, but not 
educated women who would compete with their daughters for jobs and 
husbands.”15 In the minds of the middle-class promoters of emigration, 
those brought to British Columbia through the Emigration Society would 
enter domestic service and then at a later time move on to marriage and 
motherhood. Their immediate roles as workers, however, rested on 
specific assumptions regarding their class position and designated place 
in society. As Adele Perry explains, from the mid-nineteenth century 
onward, “It became axiomatic to argue that British Columbia lacked a 
sufficient number of domestic servants. Without an adequate supply of 
white women to labour in the colony’s households, supposedly normal 
gender, racial, and class relations were disrupted.”16 This class-specific 
and labour-related agenda underlying female immigration efforts belies 
the narrative of high romance employed by the promotional material 
and echoed by Whymper. Tales of colonial romance may be alluring, but 
more material incentives for the emigration societies included the labour 
shortage in domestic workers in British Columbia and the problem of 
unemployed women in Britain. In other words, it was not just women-
as-wives who were wanted for the colony, but quite specifically women-
as-workers.
 British journalist Ella Sykes travelled through western Canada in 1911 
posing as a female immigrant in need of work and taking a number of 
jobs in homes there, in order to write a description and advice manual for 
prospective women immigrants. She acknowledges Canada’s specific need 
for women workers and points out that it was often overlooked: “Canada 
is eminently the Land of Youth and Optimism, but it is also in very truth 
the Land of Work, and English people sometimes are apt to lose sight of 
this side of the shield.”17 She urged women to come to Canada only if they 
had training and skill in a specific field of work needed in Canada, and 
she noticed that too many young women lacked such preparation: “Some 
of the inmates of the [Calgary] hostel had no right to be in Canada at all, 
and had come out after reading the alluring literature, in which things 
are, to say the least of it, seen through rose-coloured glasses.”18 A certain 
ambivalence thus characterized the demand for female immigration to the 
West; women workers were wanted in private homes as domestics and in a 
number of female-defined fields such as the service industry, and a strictly 
pragmatic approach would simply have communicated the existence of the 
labour shortage. But the appeal of the colonial romance – when joined 
to the mathematical satisfaction of remedying the female “shortage” in 
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Canada by drawing on the “surplus” in England – was irresistible, and 
a characteristic conflict emerged between representing women as useful, 
necessary, and valued workers and perceiving them instead as icons of 
romance and domesticity.
 In its day, the Bride Ship initiative was given a great deal of media cover-
age, and onlookers swarmed the dockside as the women arrived. Lugrin re-
lates how one man supposedly made his way to the waterfront as the young 
women disembarked and seized one of them by the hand, then whisked her 
away to a hasty backwoods wedding to live happily ever after.19 The proj-
ect clearly caught people’s imagination, and even forty years later, the same 
story was still active in the minds of young female immigrants. Ella Sykes 
describes her voyage to Canada in 1911 aboard the Empress: “Nearly every 
girl on board had her mind set on matrimony. Some acquaintance confided 
to me their hope of being married in Canada, where husbands were said to 
be a drug in the market.”20 In fact, Sykes finds out in a Women’s Welcome 
Home in Winnipeg that by this time women may have been taking things 
one step further: “One of the inmates of the Home interested me by giving 
me details of the way in which many of the British girls hurl themselves, as 
it were, into marriage. They were in the habit of frequenting a matrimonial 
agency in the town, and some had actually gone all the way to Vancouver 
to marry men whom they had never seen; while others told her, without 
any appearance of shame, that they had left unsatisfactory husbands behind 
them in England, and intended to take fresh ones out here.”21 This was 
clearly not the intended outcome of campaigns to bring women to the West 
– the official narrative did not feature the possibility of trading in a British 
husband for a Canadian one – but it does show women, at this later date, 
rather shrewdly taking matters into their own hands and putting their own 
spin on the colonial romance narrative. Sykes does not follow up on the 
story, but the way that it is relayed to her by a fellow traveller as a savoury 
piece of local gossip, which Sykes herself passes along in her book, suggests 
the interest that people took in the working girl’s behaviour and pursuits, 
particularly in how she managed her love life. The western Canadian set-
ting, moreover, proves central to the story: it is Winnipeg where a matri-
monial agency can apparently do thriving business, and Vancouver where 
bachelors will take a British wife, sight unseen; and more generally it is “out 
here” where even a married woman can find herself a new husband and 
consign the previous one to her best-forgotten Old World past. Working 
girls were the object of interest and debate throughout North America, 
but in the Canadian West their story took intriguing new turns. Although 
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Sykes only offers us a fleeting glimpse into their stories here, one senses why 
these young women may have drawn the interest and captured the imagi-
nation of the culture around them.
 Sykes also relates a more pathetic tale of the disappointing results of 
swallowing the romance narrative whole: as a girl at the hostel complains, 
“‘Before I came out to Canada, I read that I should find a number of 
men on Winnipeg platform waiting to propose to us girls, but, would 
you believe it, when I got out of the train not a single man even spoke to 
me?’ and her voice trembled with mortification.”22 Though comic, this 
anecdote suggests that women attracted to the West through immigration 
campaigns likely struggled to reconcile the romantic ideal that cast them 
as the West’s happy brides-to-be with the stark reality that replaced the 
marriage proposal with a job in domestic service. Reconciling the romantic 
and prosaic in westward immigration may have been a bitter struggle 
for women who arrived in this time when heady romantic mythology 
sometimes veiled a reality of necessary drudgery and toil.

WomEn And CUlTURAl REPRodUCTIon

With the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) in 1885, 
settlement of the West moved into high gear. Whereas the East had 
been settled and urbanized in a gradual, arguably more organic way, 
the West was poised for rapid growth, and there was a sense that the 
growth might be planned and shaped. The prairie provinces in particular 
were represented as a cradle of incipient nationhood, where the ideal of 
a white, rural settler society could be fostered. And British Columbia 
was perhaps even more single-minded in its dedication to a British ethos. 
As Jean Barman has documented, British Columbia attracted a larger 
proportion of British immigrants than did other provinces, doubling 
its British-born population in the first decade of the twentieth century, 
and the social elite thus formed was eager to reproduce the culture most 
familiar to them, which they believed to be the most advanced in the 
world: “Whatever the locale, middle-class Britons sought to re-create 
familiar class-based institutions, ranging from social clubs to private 
schools on the British model. Underlying their actions was the same 
assumption of superiority over the host society that had half a century 
earlier been exhibited by many colonial Victorians towards Canadians.”23 
Realizing this goal of cultural continuity, however, would not prove easy 
in the multicultural setting of British Columbia. Cole Harris describes 
the setting that the Bride Ship women and their successors would have 
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entered, where the preferred representation of settlement as primarily 
British and white with a few peripheral minorities belied a much more 
chaotic cultural field: “Immigrants came from many different cultural 
backgrounds in widely different parts of the world. No individual culture 
could be replicated in British Columbia.”24 In his novel The Eternal 
Forest, set in turn-of-the century Vancouver, George Godwin describes 
entering Vancouver by train, as thousands of immigrants would have 
who journeyed West on the CPR: “Through the window the long low 
platform made a picture of teeming humanity, a motley throng: smart 
townsmen, drummers with big grips, overalled loggers with fat, canvas-
covered packs, white-turbanned Sikhs, negroes, Klootchmans, Chinese 
and Japanese. Vancouver in miniature. Vancouver, city of all nationalities, 
the West’s racial melting-pot.”25 Instituting a dominant white majority in 
this context required a deliberate strategy, wherein constructs of gender, 
race, and nation figured largely. Such negotiations are not uncommon in 
settler societies: “Immigration and settlement in Canada were considerably 
more ethnically and racially diverse than the white British settler agenda 
suggested. Indeed it was this diversity which compelled the conscious 
construction of a racial/ethnic hierarchy.”26 Constantly confronted by 
differences of culture and ethnicity, settlers clung fiercely to the vestiges 
of their cultures, creating icons and symbols out of every detail. Women 
were important figures in these struggles to solidify contested social 
norms because cultural continuity and cohesion had everything to do 
with family, morality, and respectability, and women as representatives of 
these ideals were indispensable.
 How did women figure into the establishment of a cultural and ethnic 
hierarchy in the New World setting of western Canada? It would seem 
that in addition to their maternal roles as the physical reproducers of the 
population, not only did they take up the day-to-day work of cultural 
reiteration, but they also came to symbolize, in their very bodies, the 
essence and purity of the original culture. Adele Perry explains the crucial 
role that women played in the imperial settler society of the late nineteenth 
century: “The ambiguities of settler colonialism had special resonance for 
women. Imperial rhetoric and policy bestowed a literally pregnant mission 
on settler women, defining them and their reproductive work as essential 
to, and constituent of, settler regimes.”27 White women were thus thought 
to be integral to forwarding a white British elite in the West – on a material 
level as members of and mothers to the collectivity and on a conceptual 
level as symbolic of a British cultural ethos. Ella Sykes expresses this when 
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she muses on the need for British women to immigrate to the West: “The 
influx of Americans and foreigners is so great, that every British woman, 
worthy of the name, who settles in the Dominion is, as it were, a standard 
of Empire, and if as is probable, she marries, she will train her children 
to love the Union Jack.”28 Sykes captures the sense of a culturally diverse 
setting where the assertion of British culture can be achieved specifically by 
women in their roles as mothers, reproducing the culture and its subjects 
by bearing children who will “love the Union Jack.” Sykes’s book was 
addressed specifically to young female immigrants planning to find work 
in the West, and it is significant that she saw these working women as part 
of the empire-building process. One notes, however, that it is once they 
marry and have children that their imperial work really begins. The time 
before marriage, when women are single and working, is not as easily 
inserted into the narrative of imperial motherhood and nation building. 
The working girl did not reflect the womanly ideal familiar to the culture 
at large, and this was partly why she attracted an often anxious attention.
 The colonial setting for men, meanwhile, was often depicted as a 
moral danger zone, where adventurers and frontiersmen might lose their 
moral compass. Frederick Whymper, for instance, characterizes the new 
country as subject to a “floating population” among whom there is “a large 
proportion of ‘black sheep.’”29 And Elizabeth Lewthwaite, who moved to 
British Columbia in 1896 to keep house for her brothers, writes that “it 
is too often forgotten that the Colonies are the ‘dumping-ground’ for the 
ne’er-do-wells of the Motherland; so, naturally, cut off from the only rock 
which might steady them, they too frequently merely go from bad to worse 
in the land to which they have been sent.”30 Especially in the West, known 
for its less-than-refined population of loggers, miners, farmhands, and 
migrant workers, images of rowdy frontier bachelors fuelled perceptions 
of a morally dubious social setting lacking a feminine principle. In fact, 
accounts of the time convey a palpable sense of domesticity in crisis. 
Strong emphasis was placed on the supposed inability of men to create a 
clean and comfortable home without a woman, “a ‘bachelor’s shack’ being 
often synonymous with disorder if not dirt.”31 Narratives of the household 
makeover that took place upon the addition of a woman to a bachelor 
home told of a transformation from chaos and disarray to order and 
hygiene. When Elizabeth Lewthwaite joined her brothers she described 
her arrival at their farmhouse: “Here, indeed, my expectations were more 
than fulfilled. Lowly though my ideal had been, it was a world too high. 
The rubbish that was round about was amazing (and this is characteristic 
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of most bachelor’s establishments, all that is not wanted being simply 
pitched outside) … And then – when I got inside – even now I can hardly 
look back without a feeling of horror.”32 By the end of an account like this, 
the woman establishes a clean and orderly household where before there 
was chaos and “horror”; at the same time, traditional gender roles are 
reaffirmed as the troubling all-male household is replaced by reassuringly 
familiar gender roles and the appropriate division of labour. Freed from 
domestic chores – the incompetent performance of which dramatized 
the unfitting nature of the all-male household – the men could immerse 
themselves more fully in the public sphere of paid work, while the woman 
turned to the representational work of signifying, by her presence in the 
home, a traditional vision of gender and culture. Men’s supposed domestic 
ineptitude, when coupled with their alleged moral disorderliness, thus 
underlined the need for women in their domestic role.
 In the Victorian imagination the family was the crucial staging ground 
for the construction of moral and sexual identity. As Barbara Roberts 
explains, “If the family were the cornerstone of the nation, the woman’s 
role as wife and mother was the cornerstone of the family and thus the 
key to building the nation. On her shoulders rested not only the nation, 
but the empire and the future of the race – or so thought the Canadian 
reformers involved in female immigration work.”33 Seen as a microcosm 
of culture, the family was of critical importance in the quest to instill 
British values in Canadian society. This was especially true in the West. 
In Prairie Women, Carol Fairbanks analyzes representations of the female 
pioneer in the West, in whose honour statues have been raised in cities 
in both Canada and the United States. The statues all depict the prairie 
woman as mother, demonstrating the iconic value accorded to the western 
woman in her married and reproductive capacity.34

 These expectations blend nicely with the romantic narrative in which 
women immigrants are instantly incorporated into the community through 
marriage, thus becoming the wives and mothers to the future nation. But 
other than the legendary girl seized upon disembarking and married on 
the spot, such instant immersion into an idealized private sphere was 
neither plausible nor ultimately desirable for a society experiencing a 
female labour shortage. On the contrary, many of the women who came to 
British Columbia to fill positions in domestic service or other, more public 
employment were unaccompanied and therefore devoid of the important 
familial connections necessary for this iconic womanly status. Indeed, 
the young women who flocked into Canadian cities across the country 
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looking for work were conspicuously independent of family protection 
or support. Women’s place in the new society was being negotiated, 
then, through narratives that were conceptually satisfying but not always 
wholly suited to the actual Canadian setting; the resulting attempts to 
blend a discourse of family romance devoid of women’s work with the 
more material demands of settlement created a troubling discrepancy.
 This conflict influenced the debate on female immigration, with some 
encouraging the immigration of educated middle-class women, who, by 
virtue of their culture and breeding, would exert the civilizing influence 
so dearly desired, while others held that working-class women were better 
equipped to take on the hard work of frontier living and to fill the urgent 
demand for domestic servants. In her 1908 book of advice to potential 
female settlers, Marion Cran took the former view: “The working-class 
woman does not bring the intelligence to bear on domestic emergencies 
which a cultured woman can, out of her ignorance how can she reduce 
disorder to comeliness and make the prairie home a beautiful thing? … 
A woman of refinement and culture, of endurance, of healthy reasoning 
courage, is infinitely better equipped for the work of homemaking and 
race-making than the ignorant, often lazy, often slovenly lower-class 
woman.”35 Cran displays the Victorian urge to impose a hierarchy on the 
classes and races while also conflating them in such a way that the working 
classes come to be viewed as racially inferior and incapable of the kind of 
progress that the imperial mission represented. She stresses “culture” and 
“refinement” as the attributes that Canada needs most in women. And 
she emphasizes too the woman’s place in the home. The trouble was that 
when educated middle-class women from Britain arrived in Canada, they 
were decidedly reluctant to fill the positions in domestic service that the 
Canadian labour market proffered – positions that they considered menial 
work. Unsatisfying compromises ensued. Ella Sykes reports on the tense 
atmosphere in many Canadian households, where what the mistress truly 
wanted was a servant whom she could treat as such but where, given the 
dearth of domestic workers, what she begrudgingly faced instead was 
a British gentlewoman who refused the moniker of servant in favour 
of “home-help” and who demanded other symbolic gestures of respect 
and equality like sitting down to eat with the family. Enthusiasts like 
Marion Cran had no easy answer for such scenes where the disconnect 
between the imperial ideal and the actual Canadian scene was sometimes 
uncomfortably clear.
 Cran refuses to endorse the planned immigration of working-class 
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women, depicting them instead as “ignorant, often lazy, often slovenly” 
and as undesirable in the task of “race-making.” Her racist elitism was 
fairly typical of the time, however, and her words reflect the widely held 
attitude that independent wage-earning women, far from embodying the 
tradition of home and family, were a challenge to those very structures 
and thus posed a threat to the ideal of cultural reproduction. Because of 
their dubious class and race positioning, their frequent lack of familial 
connections, and their alignment with the public sphere of labour, industry, 
and capital, wage-earning women outside the home were antithetical to 
the cult of domesticity, the crucial arbiter of gender construction in the 
imperial context of western Canada.
 In Making Vancouver, Robert A.J. McDonald comments on the re-
luctance to accept women in the workplace or to regard them as truly  
respectable: “Apart from an obvious desire to protect their jobs in a trade 
already threatened by cheap ‘coloured’ labour, two barbers expressed a 
widely perceived concern that working in a masculine environment  
outside the home would have a ‘bad moral effect’ upon women. As one of 
them commented rhetorically to the male commissioners [of the 1913 BC 
Commission on Labour]: ‘I don’t think you would choose a lady barber 
for a wife.’”36 That such a comment is, as McDonald notes, entirely rhe-
torical signals the utter incompatibility, in the minds of both speaker and 
audience, of the idea of women as wives and the idea of women as work-
ers. In the popular imagination, wage-earning women inhabited a realm 
so morally dubious as virtually to disqualify them from the sacred role of 
wife and mother. Women who took up paid work outside the home thus 
risked their very respectability.
 One way to reconcile the ideal of domestic femininity with the fact 
of women’s labour was to invoke the discourse of domestic service, 
emphasizing its value as the natural and proper sphere for women while 
downplaying its status as waged labour and hard work. Indeed, some 
regarded domestic service as a suitable training ground for young women, 
who would learn the domestic skills so important to their future roles as 
wives and mothers. But this set of attitudes was notoriously difficult to 
impose on Canadian working women, who consistently rejected domestic 
labour in favour of virtually anything else. In Britain domestic service 
was often thought of as a relatively good opportunity for young working-
class women both to make a living and to take a step toward marriage. 
A similar trajectory was thought to apply in the New World, but both 
Canadian-born women and young immigrant women tended to resist 
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domestic service whenever possible, and it became axiomatic in Canada 
that maintaining qualified domestic help was near impossible. It is difficult 
to accurately establish the degree of this discrepancy in attitudes toward 
domestic service on either side of the Atlantic. But Ella Sykes identifies 
a key difference between the nature of domestic service in England and 
in Canada: “British servants are usually specialists, and do not grasp 
that in Canada they must turn their hands to anything, and be cook, 
house-parlourmaid, washerwoman, and perhaps baker and dairymaid 
all in one.”37 In other words, domestic work in Canada was much more 
labourious and understandably unattractive compared to options in other 
expanding industries. One of the Bride Ship women, interviewed later 
in life, was severely disappointed with Canada and with the conditions 
under which she worked:

No, I was not happy, and I saw nothing beautiful about the new country. 
From the moment of landing I was disappointed, so was my sister … the 
rain and mud were dreadful … I used to cry myself to sleep every night. I 
slept in a garret room with big cracks that let in the rain. The houses were all 
very poorly built. I was supposed to be a sort of companion; but though they 
kept Chinese help, there were tasks to do which were distasteful to me.38

 Domestic work in Canada could be extremely onerous, yet middle-
class Canadians consistently bemoaned the reluctance of young women 
to enter domestic service, painting them as selfish, demanding, and 
misguided in their pursuit of other work. In 1886 Sara Jeannette Duncan 
commented in the Globe on this disfavour toward domestic service: “The 
safe, comfortable life of the valued domestic servant, with all the pleasant 
relations it involves, is neglected for other ways of living, more laborious 
and more exposed.”39 In fact, long hours, low wages, virtually no time to 
oneself, and the threat of sexual advances from employers consistently 
made domestic labour a last resort for working women with any choice 
in the matter. As Mrs. Mitchell of the Vancouver Local Council of 
Women explained, “people have so long looked down upon girls who 
do housework and subjected them to all kinds of indignities that young 
women of our day won’t take these things. They would rather starve.”40 
Vancouver labour activist Helena Gutteridge even claimed that “there is 
a greater percentage of insanity among domestic servants than any other 
class of workers, probably due to the long hours worked and the endless 
monotony of drudgery.”41 So the narrative of gender progress where 
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domestic service in the colonies was one step in a woman’s evolution 
toward wife and mother to the new nation was indicative of a set of social 
prescriptions that were not always successfully imposed on its chosen 
subjects. As a means of regulating the conceptual incongruity between 
women as workers and women as wives, the appeal to domestic service 
was thus tenuous at best. The cult of domesticity was powerful, but it had 
its limits.
 Understanding women’s roles as cultural carriers is important if we 
are to map their place within the physical and conceptual territories of 
empire, nation, and home. As emblematic of cultural continuity in the 
midst of intercultural turmoil, white women were subject to intense 
scrutiny as they entered the colonial Canadian West – a situation only 
exacerbated by their perceived scarcity. Essential to narratives of cultural 
and national identity, women were beset by colonial proscriptions and 
moral imperatives. But this cultural discourse of women as the custodians 
of tradition was highly monological in its location of women within a 
private domestic ideal. There was little latitude whereby working-class 
women could be integrated into this scheme, especially given their 
consistent resistance to domestic service. The romance narrative of “the 
colonial matrimonial market,” together with the cult of domesticity, 
specified home and hearth as women’s assigned station in the settler 
society of the West, but the figure of the working girl did not fit so easily 
into these conventional moulds, and the glimpses that we catch of her 
rejecting the maid’s cap and leaving behind a British husband for a new 
one in Canada suggest a very different pioneer story.

IndUsTRIAlIsm And ThE CITy

Industrial development in western cities was rapid and took place 
alongside a quickly growing population. Between 1901 and 1931, for 
instance, Vancouver’s population grew from 29,000 to more than eight 
times that at 246,000. Winnipeg was a larger city in 1901 with a population 
of 45,000, and it too grew swiftly to a similar size in 1931 at 243,000. The 
cities in between were smaller but doing their best to catch up: Edmonton 
and Calgary each had about 5,000 people in 1901, but by 1916 both were 
more than ten times larger. Saskatchewan’s cities were slightly smaller, 
but in 1916 both Regina and Saskatoon had over 20,000 people.42 While 
the economies of western cities still depended in large part on resource 
industries such as forestry, fishing, and mining, and on construction work, 
all employing mostly men, service industries rapidly expanded to meet 
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the needs of the quickly changing urban setting, and these increasingly 
drew on a female workforce. Ella Sykes notes that in her travels through 
Winnipeg, Edmonton, Calgary, Vancouver, and Victoria, she tried to stay 
at the YWCA boarding houses for young women but was never able to 
get in because they were always too full, and she was sent on to other 
boarding houses for women. Moreover, at one of these, in Winnipeg, 
she was given notice that she’d have to leave soon because “a big band 
of girl-immigrants was expected from England … and fifty girls could 
be packed at a pinch into the big room at the top of the house.”43 This 
gives one a sense of how western cities were scrambling to accommodate 
the increasing numbers of young women streaming in and searching for 
employment. Industrialization and urbanization were taking place all at 
once, and one of the most obvious social repercussions was the sudden 
entrance of wage-earning women in numbers.
 Suddenly more and more visible in the public spheres of work, wages, 
and city streets, the unfamiliar figure of the working girl was evidence 
of the fundamental shifts taking place in the social fabric. Women who 
entered the workforce, especially in nondomestic arenas such as factories, 
stores, restaurants, and offices, left the private confines of the home and 
family, a space associated with natural purity, and entered the public sphere 
of capital and industry, a realm suffused with metaphors of degeneration 
and contamination. In Vancouver an article in the Province on the need 
for domestic-science classes for girls linked industrialism to the decay of 
home values: “Economic pressure has burst open the doors of the home 
and its inmates, driven forth as outcasts and wanderers upon the streets 
of great cities, come to look upon the home as a mere lodging-house. Not 
only has man lost much of the domestic sense, but woman has lost pride 
in privacy and domestic seclusion.”44 The rhetoric here seems to suggest 
the expulsion from Eden, as though an industrial society is a fallen one, 
and most telling of this fall are the changed attitudes of women. Part of 
the comfort of having women in the home, especially in an ethnically 
mixed environment, involved the cordoning-off of their sexuality, but in 
the city such supervision was not feasible. Mary Ann Doane explains how 
certain anxieties concerning gender were often the product of modern 
urban change: “The conjunction of the woman and the city suggests the 
potential of an intolerable and dangerous sexuality, a sexuality which is 
out of bounds precisely as a result of the woman’s revised relation to space, 
her new ability to ‘wander’ (and hence to ‘err’). This was perceived as a 
peculiarly modern phenomenon.”45 Doane’s analysis helps to explain the 
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tendency in the early twentieth century to view urban working women in 
sexual terms and as particularly vulnerable to sexual downfall; working 
women were thought to be compromising their moral safety by moving 
so freely and independently through public streets and neighbourhoods.
 Winnipeg reformer J.S. Woodsworth wrote about the problem of the 
city in his 1911 book, My Neighbor, which illustrates the deep suspicion of 
the city that was felt in this era of rapid urbanization in Canada:

As we penetrate more deeply into its life, we discover evils of which we 
had hardly dreamed. Pitfalls abound on every side; dark crimes are being 
committed; dreadful tragedies are being enacted in real life. We get behind 
the scenes; we see the seamy side. We look beneath the glittering surface 
and shrink back from the hidden depths which the yawning darkness 
suggests.46

Woodsworth identifies working girls as a symptom of urban ills, particu-
larly linked to the disintegration of home life:

We come nearer to the home in the case of working girls, many of whom 
actually live in their own homes or with friends. Girls employed in 
domestic service form a class by themselves; it is to be greatly regretted 
that these girls, whose work brings them into such close association with 
homes, should be homeless, often having to resort to the street as the only 
place in which to meet a friend. With long hours and inferior social status 
it is little wonder that girls are glad to escape from housework to the more 
independent if worse-paid work in shops and factories. Here we find a life 
that is full of temptations, and only girls of fine instincts, high character and 
good training will escape a sad coarsening as the months go on.47

 The population of western cities increased so rapidly in the years 
surrounding the turn of the century that housing was an ongoing problem, 
and with the special concerns about young women and domestic virtue, 
the housing of working girls was considered an especially urgent matter. 
The YWCA did its best to address this issue, and between 1897 and 1907 
opened hostels in Winnipeg, Regina, Saskatoon, Moose Jaw, Prince Albert, 
Edmonton, Calgary, and Vancouver. But these hostels could seldom meet 
the demand of the many young women arriving in the city in search of 
work, and the perception that young working women were overflowing 
onto the city streets was not totally unfounded.
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 Vancouver in the early twentieth century consisted of specific sectors, or 
ghettos, identified with groups such as single working men, the Chinese 
community, and prostitutes, and the thought of young working women 
wandering through such danger zones was troubling to many. The Moral 
and Social Reform Council of British Columbia issued a report in 1912 
on “Social Vice in Vancouver,” which claimed that “there is a constant 
siege being laid to the morals of young girls here. No unprotected girl is 
safe. The committee has had numbers of complaints of such annoyances 
from all parts of the city. Young women of the best character have been 
thus molested constantly.”48 As white women, in their symbolic role, 
were regarded as the nation’s future mothers, their morality, purity, and 
sexuality were felt to be in need of careful protection; but to many, working 
women seemed to be placing themselves in a position from which they 
could hardly uphold these expectations.
 These kinds of concerns about women on their own in the city begin 
to explain why the entrance of wage-earning women into the rapidly 
growing public sphere of urban industry was so distressing to urban 
administrators and middle-class reformers of the time. In fact, western 
cities were certainly slower and arguably more reluctant than eastern 
Canadian cities to accept and facilitate the incorporation of women into 
nondomestic waged labour. Of the total number of working women 
in Vancouver, a higher ratio (42 percent in 1911) remained in domestic 
service much later into the century than was the case in eastern cities,49 and 
this pattern was reflected to a lesser degree in Alberta and Saskatchewan 
as well.50 This could be indicative of a number of different circumstances 
– there weren’t as many other female-defined jobs in western cities as 
there were, for instance, in Toronto, where factory work for women 
was abundant. The work that was available – for instance, in hotels or 
laundries – was largely invisible to the public, so it went unrecognized. 
But certainly, the highly gender-segregated field of employment in the 
West influenced and was influenced by deeply held and longstanding 
ideologies about women’s natural place and by strategies that might 
maintain this place. This disinclination to accept or recognize women’s 
entry into nontraditional workplaces would have far-reaching effects. 
Because women’s presence in new fields of labour was classified as an 
aberration to be reformed and restricted – or solved by marriage taking 
them out of the workforce altogether – the significance and value of the 
work that women performed was consistently disregarded.
 Debates concerning working women differed according to the agendas 
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of the parties involved, but what remained consistent was an inability to 
conceive of women simply as workers, with attendant needs concerning 
wages, working conditions, and so on; rather, working women might be 
represented as victims of capitalism, wilful and selfish girls wanting spending 
money, innocents in danger of corruption, “new women,” “women adrift,” 
and so forth. All of these were indicative of varying anxieties surrounding 
women and work in the city, but none were able to separate the idea of the 
worker from the gender status involved. This tendency to reduce a working 
woman to her gender indicates how vast was the conceptual divergence 
between the idea of the wage-earning man, an absolute given of society, and 
the notion of the wage-earning woman – a social problem and threat to the 
natural order.
 One way that this conceptual divergence was managed involved the 
naturalization of the gendered division of labour; if women had to enter 
the public realm and thus upset the proper order of things, they could at 
least be confined to specific kinds of labour that, if not already coded as 
women’s work, could soon be reformulated as such. A degree of order that 
reinscribed gender stereotypes would thus be restored, and traditional, 
supposedly natural, gender constructions would to some degree be 
upheld. In British Columbia the gendered division of labour was arguably 
more pronounced than elsewhere because the most prominent industries 
involved the heavy work of resource extraction, always associated with 
male physical strength and masculinity.
 While stereotyped and restrictive, the narrative about men generously 
taking on all the heavy manual labour was also recognized by some as 
a deceiving fiction. Domestic work in particular, which involved heavy 
lifting, scrubbing floors, doing laundry manually, and working practically 
unlimited hours, was undoubtedly physically taxing. In British Columbia 
women were also the primary source of labour for the demanding but 
poorly paid work in the fish-processing industry. In her column for the 
Vancouver labour newspaper the BC Federationist, Helena Gutteridge 
objected explicitly to the hypocrisy of this notion about labour division:

One of the pleasant conventions about women’s work, still maintained by 
those who are unwilling to face the harsh reality, is the fiction that all the 
rough and disagreeable tasks are discharged by men … If the world’s work 
were divided on the principle of giving to men the heavier tasks and to women 
the lighter and more pleasant duties, the male clerk should at once change 
places with the housemaid and the ticket-collector with the laundress.51
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Gutteridge might have gone on to point out that the male clerk and the 
ticket collector, despite their easy work, would likely both be paid more 
than the housemaid or the laundress. Playing on notions of male chivalry 
and feminine delicacy, the idea that men did the hard work conveniently 
ignored not only the physical demands of women’s work but, more 
important, also its associated value. The gender stereotyping that had men 
doing the hard work on behalf of the weaker sex fed into the devaluation 
of women’s paid labour and so provided justification for their lower 
wages. That Gutteridge identifies the gendered division of labour and the 
assumptions that underlie it as conventions and fictions demonstrates her 
recognition of the ways that society creates itself through these regulating 
narratives – narratives, moreover, that serve some more than others.
 Wage-earning women, insofar as they represented the social changes 
brought about by modernity, were touchstones for judgments about 
urban transformation. The desire to maintain traditional gender 
divisions asserted itself in the popular belief that women did only lighter 
varieties of work, while men did the heavier, more important tasks, but 
the gendered division of labour was already being challenged by women 
who resisted the false chivalry of this narrative and who were eager for 
the opportunities of working life outside the home. What made this 
challenge to convention all the more disturbing to social critics of the day 
was that the women most conspicuous in this movement into the public 
sphere of work were young and single: at the exact moment when they 
should be taking up their all-important function as wives and mothers, 
they were instead delaying, even rejecting, this imperative by entering the 
very space most antithetical to true womanhood – the workplace.

ThE sInGlE WoRkInG GIRl

In addition to the idea that women’s lower wages were in part justified 
by their doing lighter, less significant, or less skilled work than men, 
employers also argued that women’s marginalization and devaluation 
in the working world were related to their status as temporary workers. 
At the turn of the century and in the first decades of the twentieth 
century, young women tended to enter the workforce for the few years 
prior to marriage. Many of them expected, as did society, that marriage 
would remove them from the labour force. Of course, in some cases the 
anticipated husband might not materialize, a woman might choose not 
to marry, or necessity might dictate that married or widowed women 
work outside the home. But insofar as a typical working woman existed 
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at all, she would have been young and single – hence the creation of an 
identifiable group known as “working girls.” Much of the controversy that 
surrounded this group of women was connected to their status as young 
and unmarried, conditions that contributed to representations of them as 
vulnerable and in need of protection. Employers exploited the women’s 
youth by claiming that their inexperience justified their low wages, as 
did their familial status: since young girls were presumably still living at 
home with their families, they needn’t be paid a living wage, only enough 
for “pin money” or to supplement the family’s income. The following 
exchange took place during a meeting of British Columbia’s Commission 
on Labour in 1912. Here, the commissioner questions a laundry owner on 
the fairness of his wages:

Mr. Stoney: What do you think would be a fair wage for women?
Mr. Abrams: Women might be able to earn much more if they would stay 
with their jobs and not run around from one to another.
Mr. Stoney: That hardly answers the question.
Mr. Abrams: Women in the laundry or any place else as far as I know, if 
they would stick at the work and become efficient, would run from $10 to 
$15 a week. But that doesn’t figure the average woman.
Mr. Stoney: Figure the average woman. Have you any idea what it costs a 
young woman to live in a city like this, board, room, clothing, etc?
Mr. Abrams: I haven’t any idea. I am not a young woman and haven’t had 
any experience with any.
Mr. Stoney: With the minimum wage you pay a woman, $1.25 a day, if she 
were not living at home do you think she could live on that?
Mr. Abrams: No. I would not expect her to … They should not be away 
from home, those that get $1.25 a day.
Mr. Stoney: Suppose it was not their own fault? Suppose their parents were 
dead and they had to go to work?
Mr. Abrams: I don’t expect they could live on that. But these girls that get 
$1.25 have homes and help to support the family by working in the laundry. 
That is the way I look at it.52

 Young working women had a reputation for switching jobs frequently, 
a habit usually ascribed to the monotony of the repetitive, unskilled 
work open to them, the boredom of which might be slightly mitigated 
by moving from one to another. Here, the employer emphasizes this 
temporary status in addition to the women’s inexperience and family 
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situation to justify low wages. Despite his rationalizations, he seems 
noticeably evasive, needing to be told that his response “hardly answers 
the question,” and after stating with authority what women should do to 
improve their wages, he subsequently denies having “had any experience 
with any” of them. The interviewer, meanwhile, seems to be searching 
for an admission that no woman could live independently on the wages 
offered. At another stage he asks, “What would she have to do?” – the 
implication being that she would have to turn to prostitution. So while 
employers emphasized young working women’s unmarried status 
(which meant that they should be living at home) to justify low wages, 
reformers, too, cited their singleness (although without expectation of a 
family connection), but they did so to forecast young working women’s 
exploitation and moral downfall. In both cases, the unmarried status of 
working women was a focus in defining the “problem” of the working 
girl. The assumption that single wage-earning women were destined 
for marriage and motherhood also contributed to their being regarded 
as temporary members of the workforce who didn’t need a living wage 
because they should shortly fall under the care of a husband. But at this 
time women were beginning to delay marriage a little longer, and some of 
course would not marry at all. The single status of young working women 
was a category fraught with meaning, contributing perhaps more than 
anything else to the representation of working girls as a social problem 
and moral dilemma.
 Given western Canada’s legendary abundance of bachelors, single 
women were under significant pressure to marry, but the assumption 
that marriage was the immediate goal of all young women was somewhat 
undermined by their instead getting jobs and joining a working-class 
youth culture that in many ways validated a single lifestyle of dances, 
dating, and commercial amusements. Carolyn Strange argues that “female 
singlehood was a characteristic that brimmed with economic and cultural 
significance in the early decades of industrial urbanization.”53 That young 
female workers tended to be single and living on their own enhanced the 
degree to which they were looked upon in sexual terms. And the few years 
between childhood and marriage constituted an interim period in which 
the male control of either father or husband could not be guaranteed. It 
appeared that working girls were thus entering the morally dangerous 
world of industry at the precise time when they were most vulnerable to 
downfall; as Mrs. Mitchell of the Local Council of Women put it, “Take 
any girl full of life and romance and poetry and keep her at that drudgery 
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and you can see what a brave girl she must be to remain a good girl, 
especially when there are temptations all around her.”54

 To be single and earning wages in the public sphere further suggested a 
degree of capability and independence that was uncharacteristic and even 
unfeminine in women. The workplace, it was thought, had a degrading 
effect on womanhood and unfitted women for marriage and motherhood. 
According to a paper presented by Mrs. Bayfield at the 1907 Meeting of 
the National Council of Women in Vancouver,

No one will dispute that in its homes lies the true strength of a nation. That the 
home life gives the tone to political and social life, and that there souls must be 
trained for time and for eternity … Yet at the present time it seems that our 
Canadian homes are in danger of slipping from us … Our girls congregate 
in shops as clerks and in offices as stenographers, often underpaid, but they 
prefer this to helping in a home which their education has caused them to con-
sider menial work. When they marry they make poor wives and mothers, and 
worse housekeepers, and so the evil goes round in a circle and gets worse.55

Here, the sacred space of the home is endangered by the attitudes of young 
working women who turn their backs on domestic duty and themselves  
make unfit for subsequent marriage. It is interesting to note that while the 
home is said to influence the public sphere, to “give the tone to political 
and social life,” and to harbour the “true strength of a nation,” the value 
of women’s actual work in the public sphere of paid labour is carefully 
ignored; the girls don’t work in shops and offices but “congregate” there, 
and their own estimation of domestic work as “menial” is italicized to 
highlight a supposedly corrupt logic.
 Working girls were thought to be straying from the true path of 
femininity in other ways as well. For instance, they gained a reputation 
for using bad language, a trait judged to be inappropriate and unattractive 
in young women. A report about a number of young women working 
as waitresses at the Banff Springs Hotel criticized a work environment 
characterized by profane language and too much makeup:

The girls are required to make themselves attractive looking, and with 
the thermometer in the kitchen, as it was one day recently, registering 114 
degrees, the traces of fatigue can only be hidden by a liberal use of powder 
and rouge. Unless a girl is painted up like Jezebel, she will be sent away to 
make herself presentable.
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 Such a life does not tend to produce a high standard of ethics, and 
the only vent which the employees seem to find for their feelings is in a 
plentiful use of profane language. Any girl who cannot swear like a trooper 
finds herself very much out of place in these surroundings. This is perhaps 
scarcely to be wondered at in the circumstances.56

At stake here are the boundaries of appropriate gender behaviour. To this 
reporter, working women’s use of makeup and profanity signals disturbing 
defeminization and moral degradation, but what the writer highlights 
are the kinds of transitions in gender construction that were under way 
in women’s workplaces. Single working women were negotiating gender 
and identity as workers, experimenting, through makeup and language, 
with new styles of femininity that their experience in the working world 
made possible. Working women were also actively pushing the boundaries 
of respectability in their social lives. 
 Toronto journalist Maude Pettit (who used the pseudonym “Videre”) 
wrote a series of articles on her experience posing as a regular working 
girl, living in lodgings, and taking on a variety of jobs. Upon asking one 
young woman how she spent her free time, the journalist received the 
following account: 

“Here, says one girl, is how I spend my evenings: Monday night, an 
occasional (that means a man who just calls upon one sometimes); Tuesday, 
my steady; Wednesday, another occasional; Thursday, steady; Friday, 
another occasional; Saturday and Sunday, the steady. The steady worked 
three nights a week, so she filled up her program as above, according to her 
own words.”57 

This highly active and totally unchaperoned social life was of course 
much more available to young working women who lived on their own 
than to girls living at home, and this new kind of independence seemed 
to many observers a dangerous degree of social and sexual latitude to 
allow young women. Indeed, the important social shift that took place 
when women entered the urban industrial workforce and were able to 
rent their own rooms away from all family constraints had an undoubted 
effect on women’s social and sexual freedom. As Kathy Peiss found in 
her research on working girls in turn-of-the-century New York, “The 
social and physical space of the tenement home and boarding house 
contributed to freer social and sexual practices.”58 It is no wonder, then, 
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that discussions about working girls frequently alluded to the question of 
their lodgings; because they lived in single rooms and had no sitting room, 
they entertained their male guests in their bedrooms, a situation deemed 
most undesirable to some, although apparently not to the young women 
themselves, as Maude Pettit found: “‘Do you shut your door when you 
have a gentleman in?’ I asked of the girl in the next room. ‘O-o-o-ooh 
yes!’ she said expressively, ‘shut it and lock it.’”59

 The single status of young working women enhanced the tendency to 
view them in terms of their gender and to view their problems in moral 
terms rather than in practical ones that would address wages and working 
conditions. The report about the Banff Springs Hotel, for instance, does 
mention a problem with working conditions – the “114 degree” kitchen 
– but relates it to the moral issues of makeup and unladylike language. 
Elsewhere, when wage-earning women’s working conditions were more 
carefully scrutinized, reformers used women’s roles as future mothers to 
argue for better wages or shorter hours; sympathy for women in their 
traditional motherly roles was the keynote. The idea that women should 
simply have rights as workers seldom arose. The concern with maintain-
ing gender norms could thus deflect attention away from women’s roles 
as workers and from the social and economic value of their work. But 
their single and unsupervised status continued to be a focus of interest. A 
contradiction manifested itself between the idea that working girls were 
vulnerable to moral and economic victimization and the fear that they 
were uniquely positioned to discover a new sense of freedom that would 
allow them to play havoc with gender dictates.

Working women in turn-of-the-century western Canada were the 
subject of intense interest among groups with otherwise widely different 
agendas and concerns: for reformers and women’s groups, they were 
objects for philanthropic projects; for travel writers, they were the most 
romantic of immigrants; for imperialists, they were daughters of empire 
and mothers of the nation; and for writers and journalists, they made 
excellent characters in tales of urban intrigue. On a number of different 
levels, working girls were in the vanguard of change both in gender 
constructions and in the culture of work in urban industrial settings. In 
their roles and behaviour as women workers, they pioneered new ways of 
enacting gender while challenging both the ingrained assumptions unique 
to Canada and the inherited traditions of a British elite. But breaching so 
many sets of interwoven assumptions and cultural narratives gave rise to 
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many complications. Due to the social reluctance to accept women in the 
role of workers, ideologies of gender separation and hierarchy asserted 
themselves with force. The belief that women’s natural place was in the 
home meant that domestic work was extolled not only as the best kind of 
work for women but also as a form of gender progress whereby lower-
class and immigrant women could be incorporated into established society 
and made ready for their eventual roles as wives and mothers in their 
own homes. This narrative was especially attractive in the colonial view 
of the West, where the rhetoric of imperial progress suffused both public 
and domestic spheres and where women were considered invaluable as 
guarantors of civilization and family in the New World. Despite this 
glorification of women’s indispensable domestic talents, women’s work 
and labour in the home, as elsewhere, tended to be either ignored or 
devalued on the premise that women’s work was easier, lighter, and less 
necessary than men’s. That women were thought important enough to 
be brought over in ships or attracted through promotional campaigns 
belies this denigration of their importance, and part of this importance 
undoubtedly resided in their labour power, since the groups involved 
in such campaigns repeatedly specified their desire for working-class 
women to fill domestic-service positions. Moreover, that many women 
left or rejected such work to join the nondomestic workforce is testimony 
to the demand for their labour elsewhere as well. A serious contradiction 
is evident here concerning women’s supposed place in the West, and it 
is in contradictions such as these that ideologies of gender construction 
and negotiation tend to manifest. In the popular imagination, women 
embodied tradition and family in the burgeoning nation, but more and 
more they instead refuted these romantic notions by becoming eager and 
willing social pioneers in urban culture and the world of work.
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