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Abstract 

Following the Second World War, middle-class married women in English speaking Canada 

became for the first time a significant proportion of the labour force. Nonetheless, society 

still encouraged them to take up their domestic roles as housewives and mothers. They were 

subjected to discriminatory government policy, justified by traditional gender norms 

supported by academic research and popular social commentators. As a result, their lives 

became increasingly divorced from the prescriptions that encouraged them to remain at 

home. The differences meant that their work, and its associated challenges, went 

unrecognized.  

 

Drawing on a broad range of sources, this thesis explores how and why middle class women 

– especially married ones- entered the workforce, the public’s reactions to their work, and 

how they negotiated the difference between prescriptions and their lives. It demonstrates 

that the 1950s were a watershed moment for women’s labour. Married women gained 

greater recognition of their place in the workforce, and obtained incremental changes to 

minimize discriminatory policy, practice, and attitudes. Accordingly, their efforts were 

foundational for the future women’s labour movements and Second Wave Feminist 

movement in the 1960s and 1970s. 
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Chapter I: An Introduction 

Women’s history can illuminate mind, myth, and fantasy in Canadian history.
1
 

 

 

Following the Second World War, women re-entered the workforce driven by a combination 

of personal and family aspirations.
2
 The rise in their labour force participation sparked heated 

debates within the Canadian government, academia, and popular press. This resulted in women 

being bombarded with an array of prescriptions that encouraged them to become housewives and 

mothers rather than workers outside of the home. Those prescriptions, and the government 

policies that reinforced them, were underpinned by a pervasive separate sphere ideology, which 

rendered working married women and their challenges invisible in the social and political 

realms. Nevertheless, women increasingly combined marriage, motherhood, and work. These 

women confronted a number of obstacles stemming from restrictive government policy, 

workplace practices, and social attitudes. As they became a permanent fixture of the labour 

force, the demand that they withdraw from the workforce upon marriage increasingly 

contradicted their daily lives. Women were forced to reconcile the discrepancies between 

government and social preferences regarding their work and their own needs and ambitions. In 

doing so, they became more vocal in defending their right to work and challenged the policies 

and attitudes that curtailed it. The 1950s became a watershed moment for women’s work in 

Canada, as more and more women claimed their space in the workforce and confronted issues 

they encountered there. They undermined the policies and practices that opposed women’s 

presence in the workforce, and called for them to be replaced by more accommodating ones. The 

                                                 
1
 Elaine Silverman, “Writing Canadian Women’s History, 1970-1982,” The Canadian Historical Review, 63 

no. 4 (December 1982): 516. 
2
 Byron Spencer and Dennis Featherstone, Married Female Labour Force Participation: A Micro Study 

(Ottawa: Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 1970), 12. 
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changes to married women’s work in this period became a foundation for future movements by 

women who sought greater rights and opportunities in the workforce. 

Post-war married women’s labour trends, along with the policies and attitudes regarding their 

work, are crucial to understanding broader social, political, and economic trends of the same 

period. As well, they are critical to understanding the emergence of women’s labour movements 

in the 1960s and 1970s.
3
 This thesis examines the rise of married women’s participation in the 

workforce throughout the 1950s and its effect on post-war Canadian society. It first describes 

how married women entered the labour force, and then examines their work opportunities and 

challenges. It then discusses the reason why women were combing marriage, motherhood, and 

work. It also examines the reactions of government officials, social scientists, and the popular 

press to their increased labour force participation rate. It looks at how women negotiated the 

contradictions between prescriptions and daily life by examining norms concerning women’s 

employment and domestic responsibilities alongside women’s own understandings of these 

responsibilities and work. It examines how women confronted these limiting norms to ultimately 

achieve greater recognition of married women’s rights in the workplace in the post-war period. 

Ultimately, this thesis argues that the 1950s were a critical period for women’s labour rights. 

Their activity provided a foundation for the continued efforts of women in the 1960s and 1970s 

as they secured their place in the labour force, fought for improved working rights and 

opportunities, and gained greater social acceptance by government officials, businesses, and 

social commentators.  

 

 

                                                 
3
 The women’s labour movements here refer to the organized activities of women. They advocated for wage 

equality, greater access to certain occupations and positions, public child care, recognition of unpaid labour, 

and sought greater legal recognition of their social, economic, and political rights. 
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Historiography 

The historiography has traditionally overlooked the importance of the 1950s in shifts in 

married women’s labour force participation rates. It has placed a greater emphasis on the Second 

World War or the women’s labour movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Instead, historians 

studying the immediate post-war focus on the period’s political and social traditionalism. The 

‘Baby Boom’ and the Cold War are assumed to be evidence that the period was a return to the 

past. The result has been a separate sphere interpretation of women’s lives, which was supported 

by the government, institutional, and media sources of the period. In comparison to the 

‘excitement’ of the Second World War and the 1960s’ Second Wave Feminism, the immediate 

post-war period seems rather uninterestingly conformist and conservative.  

Until the late 1970s, historians argued the Second World War had been a critical turning 

point. It allowed women to break free from existing restrictive gender norms, which had 

prevented them from entering certain industries or occupations.
4
 This interpretation was 

supported by the abundant government propaganda praising women’s participation in the war 

effort and the extensive literature by women seeking to retain their place in the workforce in the 

post-war period.
5
 This interpretation became the ‘popular’ narrative of the war’s legacy for 

women, and was internalized by many of them. Their perception of the war’s impact on their 

potential for better employment opportunities in the post-war was perhaps exaggerated.
6
 

Although historians recognized the fact that wives and mothers were pushed out of the labour 

                                                 
4
 Johanna den Hertog, “What did they Fight For, How did they Organize?” Kinesis 5, no. 59 (September, 

1976):14. 
5
 See K. Glover, Women in the Post-War World (Toronto: Canadian Association for Adult Education, 1944); 

A.M. Royden, Women’s Partnership in the New World (Toronto: Canadian Legion Educational Services, 

1945); Renée Morin, “Women After the War,” Canadian Affairs 2 no. 4 (1945). 
6
 Joan Sangster, “New Departures in Women’s History,” Journal of Canadian Studies/Revue d’étude 

Canadiannes 23 no. 1 (Spring 1988): 234; Ruth Roach Pierson, They’re Still Women after All: The Second 
World War and Canadian Womanhood (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1986), 12. 
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force; however, there was no definitive examination of the mechanics that permitted that process, 

despite the seeming abundance of sources indicating the war had improved their rights in the 

workplace. Consequently, the popular narrative that the war critically changes women’s standing 

following the war remained.  

In 1986, Ruth Roach Pierson published They’re Still Women After All: The Second World 

War and Canadian Womanhood, to challenge the popular narrative.
7
 Her crucial monograph 

revisited women’s efforts in the war and their lasting effect on the post-war period.
8
 Although 

she had written on the subject as early as 1976, which had an immediate impact on the discipline, 

her 1986 seminal work combined her previous works and became turning point in the 

historiography.
9
  She argued that the Second World War did not lead to widespread changes to 

married women’s rights or status as a worker in post-war society, in either government policy or 

public perception.
10

 Instead, she demonstrates that the post-war witnessed an increase in 

discriminatory practices against women in the workforce.
11

 Pierson’s study has since become the 

cornerstone of the historiography, as she effectively dismantled the idea that the war was an 

agent of change. She encouraged historians to emphasize the continuity of pre-war norms and 

policy in the post-war period.  

Historians favoured Pierson’s interpretation that the war did not have a lasting legacy on 

women’s labour force participation from the late 1970s, when Pierson first wrote on the subject, 

until the early 1990s. Accordingly, they treated the participation of women in the workforce 

                                                 
7
 Joan Sangster, “New Departures in Women’s History,” 234. 

8
 Ruth Roach Pierson, They’re Still Women after All: The Second World War and Canadian Womanhood, 12. 

9
 Ruth Roach Pierson, “‘Women’s Emancipation’ and the Recruitment of Women into the Canadian Labour 

Force in World War II,” Canadian Historical Association, Historical Papers (1976): 141-173; Ruth Roach 

Pierson, “‘Jill Canuck’: CWAC of all Trades, but no ‘Pistol Packing Momma’,” Canadian Historical 

Association, Historical Papers (1978): 106-133. 
10

 Ruth Roach Pierson, They’re Still Women after All: The Second World War and Canadian Womanhood, 33. 
11

 Ibid., 220. 
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during the 1950s with a degree of skepticism. Official statistics of women’s participation rising 

notwithstanding, historians typically emphasized how women’s lives remained the same instead 

of how they were changing.
12

 As a result, the prevailing interpretation of the women in the post-

war period focused on domesticity and social traditionalism. Marie Ann Boutilier and Sue Bland 

examined the media’s treatment of women while transitioning from war to peace. According to 

their analyses, the popular press continued to view women as domestic beings despite their 

contributions to war effort.
13

 Boutilier and Bland demonstrate that journalists (Boutilier) and 

advertisers (Bland) immediately reversed to pre-war descriptions of women following the war. 

Consequently, the war-time promotion of the ‘working wife’ was a short-term, war induced one, 

and not a reflection of general acceptance for working wives.
14

  

In the 1980s, Pat and Hugh Armstrong analyzed the labour force structures that limited 

women’s employment opportunities and effectively withdrew them all together.
15

 Sociologists 

like Paul and Erin Phillips defined the period as the “high point in the traditional family, in the 

separation of the private, female sphere from the public male sphere.”
16

 They argued that the 

recommended domesticity of the period delegitimized the option of work for women, except for 

a few years between school and marriage. Phillips and Phillips concluded that it was not until the 

1960s that things began to change.
17

 They explain that only then did “a new feminist movement 

emerge which challenged the [...] foundations of the cult of domesticity, including the central 

                                                 
12

 Pat and Hugh Armstrong, The Double Ghetto: Canadian Women and their Segregated Work (Toronto: 

Oxford University Press, 1985), 50. 
13

 Marie Ann Boutilier, “Ideology Surrounding Women’s Work in Canada, 1931-1956” (McMaster University, 

1977), 121; Sue Bland, “Henrietta the Homemaker, and ‘Rosie the Riveter’: Images of Women in Advertising 

in Maclean’s Magazine, 1939-50,” Atlantis: Critical Studies in Gender, Culture & Social Justice 8, no. 2 

(April 1983): 62. 
14

 Marie Ann Boutilier, “Ideology Surrounding Women’s Work in Canada, 1931-1956,” 14. 
15

 Pat and Hugh Armstrong, The Double Ghetto: Canadian Women and their Segregated Work, 21, 23. 
16

 Paul Phillips and Erin Phillips, Women and Work: Inequality in the Canadian Labour Market, 1
st
 ed. 

(Toronto: James Lormier and Company, 1983), 13. 
17

 Ibid. 
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premise that a woman’s place was in the home.”
18

 Historian Doug Owram offers a similar 

interpretation in his study of the Baby Boom generation. He argues that the 1950s marked a 

period of traditionalism and domesticity, reducing the 1950s labour pattern to: “Women 

remained in the home. Men worked.”
19

 The belief that the ‘spheres’ were separated in the period 

however obscures the critical trend that emerged in the 1950s: married women permanently 

entered the work force.   

More recently, Ann Porter and Jennifer Stephens have used Pierson’s interpretation to 

explore the way policy makers’ implemented a ‘full demobilization’ strategy for women 

following the war.
20

  The government enacted a number of restrictive policies that targeted 

women, specifically married women, and prevented them from capitalizing on their wartime 

experience. They demonstrate that while better wages and increased opportunities pulled more 

women into the workforce during the war, they were not viewed as permanent workers.
21

 

Instead, the government still treated them as a reserve labour force, and they were last hired, first 

fired. The focus on government and media reactions at the end of the war substantiated the 

argument that women’s workforce participation had reverted to pre-war patterns. Consequently, 

the immediate post-war period has been treated as a trough between two periods of meaningful 

work by women, first during the Second World War and second in the 1960s when the Second 

Wave Feminist emerged. 

                                                 
18

 Paul Phillips and Erin Phillips, Women and Work: Inequality in the Canadian Labour Market, 14.  
19

 Doug Owram, Born at the Right Time: A History of the Baby Boom Generation (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1996), 22. 
20

 Ann Porter, Gendered States: Women, Unemployment Insurance, and the Political Economy of the Welfare 

State in Canada, 1945-1997 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), 20; Jennifer Stephen, “Balancing 

Equality for the Post-War Woman: Demobilising Canada’s Women Workers after World War Two,” Atlantis 
32, no. 1 (2007): 124. 
21

 Jennifer Anne Stephen, Pick One Intelligent Girl: Employability, Domesticity, and the Gendering of 
Canada’s Welfare State, 1939-1947 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), 26. 
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 That said, beginning in the early 1990s, historians began to revisit this interpretation. In 

1993, Veronica Strong-Boag studied the debate over working wives in the popular press, and 

found that there was no consensus about married women’s participation in the labour force.
22

 

She instead concludes that though women were the target of policies, practices, and commentary 

that encouraged them to be housewives and mothers, the prescriptions were not as ubiquitous as 

previously believed. Strong-Boag argues that there was a crucial gap between pervasive 

prescriptions and married women’s realities. She concludes that women were facing a distorted 

mirror.
23

 Though her work highlights the discrepancies between prescription and experiences, it 

does not explain how women negotiated those discrepancies. 

In 1997, Jeff Keshen called for a greater examination of women’s work in the 1950s and 

challenged the prevailing historiography of women’s work in the post-war period. In his article 

“Revisiting Canada’s Civilian Women during World War II,” Keshen examines women’s labour 

force participation during the war and immediately after. He demonstrates that women became 

increasingly part of the labour force in the post-war period, and argues that the war played a 

critical role in this rise in participation.
24

 By doing so, he questioned the notion of continuity 

with the pre-war period. Keshen claims “while much first-rate work has appeared to explain the 

basis for social continuity” in the study of women’s labour trends in the post-war period, “not 

enough attention has been devoted to mapping out the process of historical change.”
25

 He 

suggests that greater attention to women experiences, and their own interpretations of their work, 

would be useful to understand how and why women were re-entering the workforce in the face 

                                                 
22

 Veronica Strong-Boag, “Canada’s Wage-Earning Wives and the Construction of the Middle Class, 1945-

1960,” Journal of Canadian Studies 29 no. 3, (Fall 1994): 14.  
23

 Ibid., 23. 
24

 Jeff Keshen, Revisiting Canada’s Civilian Women During World War II,” Histoire Sociale / Social History 

30, no. 60 (November 1997): 239. 
25

 Ibid., 239-240. 
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unsympathetic cultural norms, and even formal obstacles. Moreover, doing so would illuminate 

how women challenged these barriers to gain a greater rights and opportunities in the labour 

force.   

In the last two decades, more and more historians have since followed his advice, most 

notably Magda Fahrni and Joan Sangster. To do so, both scholars have sought to re-integrate the 

“lived experience” into the historical narrative. Sangster argues that using women’s experiences 

allows her to speak to a broader understanding of the post-war period, stating: “they offer the 

possibility of piecing together a picture of women’s paid work in post-war Canada.”
26

 By 

examining women’s perceptions of their own lives, through oral interviews or questionnaires, 

Fahrni and Sangster have developed interesting counter-narratives that illuminate a more 

complex reality than those suggested by government or media sources. Moreover, they have 

found, as Strong-Boag has suggested, that domesticity was not as common as the media or 

government records would suggest.
27

 These scholars use women’s interpretations of their daily 

lives to demonstrate how they negotiated the challenges combining work and marriage. In 

addition, their work focuses on the experiences of lower class women, and women in aboriginal 

and immigrant communities.
28

 Thus, rather than depicting the homogenous experience of a 

privileged class, the recent historiography has revealed a variety of previously obscured 

experiences, which elucidates the complexity of women at work in the post-war period. Sangster 

has suggested that historians seeking to study women’s labour in the post-war period should use 

                                                 
26

 Joan Sangster, Transforming Labour Women and Work in Post-War Canada (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 2010), 17. 
27

 Veronica Strong-Boag, “Canada’s Wage-Earning Wives and the Construction of the Middle Class, 1945-

1960,” 14; Joan Sangster, Transforming Labour Women and Work in Post-War Canada, 10. 
28

 Joan Sangster, Transforming Labour Women and Work in Post-War Canada, 10; Magda Fahrni, Household 

Politics: Montreal Families and Post-War Reconstruction (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 108-

123. 
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this approach, which examines government, institutional, and media sources in combination with 

women’s own voices.
29

 

Another important historiographical trend important to this thesis is the question of the 

extent to which women organized and worked to challenge barriers in the work place stemming 

from limiting government policy, business practices, and social prejudice. Although historians no 

longer believe that women wholly exited the labour force under the combined pressures of 

government policies and social norms, the belief that women were unable to gain meaningful 

advancements for women’s workplace rights and opportunities in the 1950s remains.
30

 Early 

studies of women’s resistance to workplace challenges often conclude that most of the 

achievements in recognition of their rights were nominal at best. Gail Brandt’s “‘Pigeon-Holed 

and Forgotten’: The Work of the Subcommittee on the Post-War Problems of Women, 1943” 

found that the Canadian Government’s intent to push married women out of the labour force 

impeded any efforts to improve the post-war status of women by this Subcommittee (SPWPW).
31

 

She found that though the SPWPW addressed many of the concerns of post-war women, 

including their preference for work, their recommendations ultimately fell upon the deaf ears of 

government officials who sought to remove women from the workforce completely.
32

 Historians 

like Ruth Milkman argue that 1950s working women did not actively set out to change many of 

the discriminatory structures that led to their systematic employment in lower paid jobs.
33

 

Further, Milkman argued that unions were not a viable option for many women as the structures 

                                                 
29

 Joan Sangster, Transforming Labour Women and Work in Post-War Canada, 13. 
30

 Ruth Milkman, Gender at Work: Job Segregation by Sex (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1978), 22; 

Pat and Hugh Armstrong, The Double Ghetto: Canadian Women and their Segregated Work, 50.  
31

 Gail Brandt, “‘Pigeon-Holed and Forgotten’: The Work of the Subcommittee on the Post-War Problems of 

Women,1943,” Histoire Sociale/Social History 15, no. 29 (1982): 239. 
32

 Ibid., 240-241. 
33

 Ruth Milkman, Gender at Work: Job Segregation by Sex, 22. 
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of class consciousness, which underpinned union activity, were incompatible with gender 

consciousness.
34

 Accordingly, it would be the women of the 1960s that would truly engender 

meaningful change.
35

  

Beginning in the mid-1990s, historians increasingly examinedpost-war women’s activity 

in unions. Julie Guard’s doctoral thesis and article, “Fair Play or Fair Pay? Gender Relations, 

Class Consciousness, and Union Solidarity in the Canadian UE,” challenged the long standing 

notion that unionism and gender consciousness were mutually exclusive.
36

 Instead, Guard 

demonstrates how women organized within their unions to gain greater support for women’s 

rights by using class conscious discourse.
37

 In her work Earning Respect, Joan Sangster 

examines the way women, primarily lower-class or blue collar working women, organized in 

unions to engender change.
38

 Greater attention has been given to women’s activism in unions 

due to many early women’s historians beginnings in labour history with an interest in female 

workers. 

 However, women’s advocacy outside of unions has been overlooked in examinations of 

women’s resistance in the 1950s. Individual efforts by women are difficult to track, and yet were 

the most common form of resistance during this time. Magda Farhni has demonstrated in 

Household Politics: Montreal Families and post-war Reconstruction, workplace inequity and 

                                                 
34

 Ruth Milkman, Gender at Work: Job Segregation by Sex, 22. 
35

 Elaine Silverman, “Writing Canadian Women’s History, 1970-1982,” 517. 
36

 Julie Guard, “Fair Play or Fair Pay? Gender Relations, Class Consciousness, and Union Solidarity in the 

Canadian UE,” Labour /  Le Travail, 37 (Spring 1996): 166.  

For this type of historical framework see Ruth Milkman, Gender at Work: The Dynamics of Job Segregation 

by Sex During World War II. 
37

 Julie Guard, “Fair Play or Fair Pay? Gender Relations, Class Consciousness, and Union Solidarity in the 

Canadian UE,” 152-153. 
38

 Joan Sangster, Earning Respect: the Lives of Working Women in Small-Town Ontario, 1920-1960 (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1995), 139-140. 
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discrimination were challenged regularly but often on an individual basis.
39

 The low 

participation rate of middle-class women in unions, due to their greater concentration in non-

unionized workplaces, has left the impression that they were relatively indifferent to unfair 

treatment in the workforce. For example, Pierson argues that although lower-class women were 

active in the labour movement, middle class women felt short: 

A few voices on the middle classes’ widening sphere of debate did call for ‘equal pay and 

equal work’ and fought against sex discrimination in pensions and unemployment 

insurances and coverage. But by and large, even those who advocated for middle-class 

women’s right to work did not question the husband’s right to head of the family. Nor did 

they seek a holus-bolus dismantling of the ideology of separate spheres that underpinned 

men’s privileged position in both home and workplace.
40

 

 

Yet middle class women did press for improved rights and opportunities at this time, though not 

necessarily through union participation. Judith Fingard has examined women’s organization and 

activity outside of unions in her study Mother of Municipality: Women, Work and Social Policy 

in Post-1945 Halifax. She describes the way that women, particularly those in non-unionized 

workplaces, joined women’s professional groups to advocate for change.
41

 In Household 

Politics, Magda Fahrni explores how women individually managed to challenge work place 

issues to seek immediate and local improvements to their daily problems.
42

 Ultimately, as Brian 

Thorn has demonstrated in his 2016 monograph, From Left to Right: Maternalism and Women’s 

Political Activism in post-war Canada, the political or class associations of women did not 

                                                 
39

 Magda Fahrni, Household Politics: Montreal Families and Post-War Reconstruction, 112-116. 
40

 Ruth Roach Pierson, “The Politics of the Domestic Sphere,” in Canadian Women’s Issues, Volume II: Bold 

Visions, ed. Ruth Roach Pierson and Marjorie Griffin Cohen (Toronto: James Lormier and Company, 1995), 3. 
41

 Magda Fahrni, Household Politics: Montreal Families and Post-War Reconstruction), 110. 
42

 Judith Fingard, “Women’s Organizations: The Heart and Soul of Women’s Activism,” in Mother of 

Municipality: Women, Work and Social Policy in Post-1945 Halifax, ed. Judith Fingard and Janet Guildford 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 25-26. 



Chapter I: An Introduction 

 

12 
 

determine the level of their activism.
43

 Women advocated for improved rights regardless of their 

socio-economic class, they just did so in different ways. 

Methodology  

The recent scholarship exploring the changes to married women’s labour force 

participation and the type of activity they engaged in to challenge workplace barriers and 

discrimination has relied heavily on women’s interpretations of their experience. Historians have 

used ‘women’s experiences’ to challenge the universality of grand narratives by exploring how 

this experience differed from the dominant narrative.
44

 This ‘difference’ in experience has been 

critical in legitimizing women’s history.
45

 While it had been a popular concept early in the 

historiography, by the 1990s, some women’s historians began to question its methodological 

soundness. In 1991, Pierson wrote an article seeking to ‘problematise’ experience as a historical 

concept, finding that historians had given experience an undue privilege as a source of 

knowledge without properly theorizing it.
46

  She found that while identifying differences 

between women’s descriptions of their experiences and dominant historical narratives based on 

male experiences, women’s historians failed to identify the differences in experiences among 

women, based on race, class, and ethnicity.
47

 The result has been the domination of certain 

                                                 
43

 Brian T. Thorn, From Left to Right: Maternalism and Women’s Political Activism in Post-War Canada 

(Vancouver: University of British Columbia, 2016), 106. 
44

 Joan Kelly’s “Did Women Have a Renassaince” (1984) is an optimal example as to how women’s historians 

have used experience to challenge grand narratives, she demonstrates the partiality of elite male’s experience 

in the periodization of the Renaissance period. She argues that given the different experience of women, 

including elite women, it is questionable if women experienced a renaissance at all.  
45

 Joy Parr, “Gender History and Historical Practice,” Canadian Historical Review 76, no.3 (September 1995): 

357. 
46

 Ruth Roach Pierson, “Experience, Difference, Dominance, and Voice,” in Writing Women’s History: 
International Perspective, ed. By Karen Offen, Ruth Roach Pierson, and Jane Rendall (London: MacMillan 

Press, 1991), 86. 
47

 Ibid., 87. 
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women’s experiences, particularly of white middle-class, and the marginalization of others, like 

women of colour, lower class women, and immigrant women.
48

 

 Increasingly, historians have set out to uncover the variations within women’s 

experiences, particularly those that have had been previously neglected, mainly women of colour 

and lower class women. Historians have had to address the methodological concerns with 

‘experience’ to understand these marginalized women’s lives since they were notably absent in 

media or government sources. Franca Iacovetta managed to do so in 1992 with Such 

Hardworking People: Italian Immigrants in Post-war Toronto. While examining the experience 

of working-class Italian immigrant women, she relied heavily women’s interpretations of their 

own experiences.
49

 She argued that exclusively examining government, media, and institutional 

sources was insufficient and by “isolating only the structural factors we learn very little about 

how the women themselves learned to cope under these conditions and, moreover, how they 

have given meaning to their lives.”
50

 Consequently, she argues that integrating women’s 

‘experience’ is critical for a broader understanding. In more recent work, she has suggested that 

to properly use experience as a historical tool, one must “use new sources, as well as ask new 

questions of old sources, to analyse the shifting interactions among race/ethnicity, class, and 

gender.”
51

 Acknowledging the different facets of identity that affect experience, including race, 

gender, and class, Iacovetta has demonstrated how differently Italian female immigrants 

experienced the post-war period than middle class white women, whose experience dominates 

the narrative. 
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 Joan Sangster has also used this approach to examine the working lives of women who 

were not discussed in the popular press or government policy document. Sangster has used 

women’s own voices, expressed in interviews, questionnaires, and journals, to uncover their 

experiences which differ greatly than the one of the middle class, white women.
52

  In addressing 

the methodological concerns of ‘experience’ she has suggested a similar approach to Iacovetta be 

taken: “every source presents its own partialities and interpretative dilemmas, but taken together, 

interrogated against each other, and viewed critically in their own provenance, intent, 

assumptions, and voices, they offer the possibility of piecing together a better picture.”
53

 She and 

Iacovetta have revealed the heterogeneity of women’s post-war work experience, but also 

provided a methodological blueprint as to how to address this heterogeneity. Their work has 

brought into sharp relief the discrepancies between their experiences and the promoted norms of 

the period. Moreover, their approach poses an interesting opportunity to understand potential 

discrepancies between popular prescriptions and the middle-class women they were targeting to 

understand their experience.  

 This thesis examines the experiences of middle class women working of English 

speaking Canada in the 1950s and the political and social debate regarding their work, using 

women’s own understandings of their work and its effect on other areas of the lives to uncover 

how they negotiated the growing discrepancies between their lives and norms. The ‘middle-

class’ was primarily an Ontarian phenomenon. This does not mean it did not exist in other 

Canadian provinces; but as Ontario was the most populated province, when we speak of the 

middle-class in post-war Canada, we are speaking largely about its middle-class. This thesis has 

primarily used Ontario sources; however, it has also has used sources originating from other 
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provinces where available. Consequently, this thesis’ findings speak to experiences of middle-

class married women in Ontario; however, these findings are likely applicable to other parts of 

the country. 

The approach advocated by Sangster and Iacovetta has not yet been applied to married 

middle class women. Although middle class women’s lives were more likely to respect those 

norms than immigrant, or refugee women, they could still significantly depart from them, and the 

prevalence of these norms obscured the nature of married women’s work. Moreover, greater 

focus on working married women in general is required. While single women in the post-war 

period have received more scholarly attention in recent years, married women remain under 

studied.
54

 Married women faced a number of obstacles in their daily working lives without 

proper support from governments or society, which were sustained by the non-recognition of the 

differences between prescription and reality. Yet, throughout this period women called greater 

attention to these differing realities; through collective and individual activism, they prompted 

greater social acceptance and key policy changes in the post-war period that would be critical for 

the successes of the later women’s labour movements in the 1960s. 

 This thesis relies on a broad range of sources, all discussing the issues of married 

women’s work: government documents, media publications, contemporary social science works, 

and union and women’s organizations records. Following Iacovetta and Sangster’s suggestion, 

each is critically examined within their context and interrogated against one another to piece 

together a broader picture of women’s post-war labour. Government documents, reports, and 

policies are examined to understand the government’s immediate approach to married women 

wanting to work, and the way their attitudes changed over the post-war period. Key points of 
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study will be the Sub-Committee of Post-War Problems for Women, Canadian Vocational 

Training regulations, surveys by the National Selective Services and Women’s Bureau, the 

Unemployment Insurance Act, particularly regulation 5A (which add special qualifications for 

married women), and Ontario’s Female Employee’s Fair Remuneration Act. These show that 

there was a variety positions among government of government departments, both at the 

provincial and federal levels. Moreover, they reveal how government perspective on married 

women’s labour transformed over the post-war period. 

Canadian periodicals, including newspapers and magazines, are used to gauge public 

opinion about married women’s work throughout the decade. They are useful in mapping the 

changes and continuities in prescriptions for middle class women. By 1954, magazine circulation 

in Canada reached 4.2 million people, which was approximately 28% of Canadians.
55

  Jeff 

Keshen discusses the potential pitfalls and benefits of using newspapers as a barometer of public 

opinion in his article “Revisiting Canada’s Civilian Women during World War II”. He concludes 

that cautiously and critically examined in the context of other sources, they provide a useful 

insight into married women’s work.
56

 They reveal the gender roles women were expected to 

follow, which sustained the preferred social order.  

Chatelaine, Maclean’s, Saturday Night, and Star Magazine encompass a broad spectrum 

of ideas and opinions, and have been selected for this reason. Chatelaine was a general interest 

magazine for women, which presented a variety of views in its feature articles and opinion 

pieces.
57

 Maclean’s was a general interest magazine that became more news oriented throughout 
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the 1950s; it largely targeted middle-class Canadians and was known for its articles on town and 

city life.
58

 Saturday Night was a long-running general interest magazine that targeted upper 

middle class, and this is reflected in the positions taken on women’s work in its articles.
59

 

Finally, Star Weekly Magazine was a general interest magazine which featured articles, fiction, 

recipes, sports, and lifestyle pieces. It was widely distributed in suburban and rural Ontario, 

especially where daily newspapers did not circulate widely.
60

 Four issues of each periodical 

(published in September, December, March, and June.) were selected annually from 1949 to 

1961.
61

 Additional Canadian periodicals focusing on family, homes, parenting, and marriage 

were also occasionally consulted (using the same approach described above) to provide greater 

sight into social norms and gender roles.
62

 This thesis examines how these periodicals discussed 

married women’s employment by analyzing the number of articles or opinion pieces relating to 

married women’s roles, including household duties and employment. It also examines how the 

articles explored married women’s work, including how they framed it and the language used to 

describe it. Finally, it discusses how the issue of married women’s work evolved over the post-

war period, if at all. 

Union and women’s organizations archival documents provide information about 

women’s struggle for greater recognition and rights in the workplace, focusing primarily on two 

women’s organizations, the Business and Professional Women’s Organization (BPW) and the 

                                                 
58

 Mary Vipond, “Canadian Nationalism and the Plight of Canadian Magazines in the 1920s,” The Canadian 
Historical Review 58, no. 1 (March 1977):  223. 
59

 Ibid., 235. 
60

 Earle Beattie, “Mercy Killing of the Star Weekly: The F.P. Southam Star Syndrome,” Canadian Journal of 
Communications 1, no. 1 (1974): 8-10. 
61

 The sample months for issues were chosen to capture a view of the entire year, including any seasonal 

variations. In periodicals that publish multiple issues per month, including Maclean’s, Saturday Night, and Star 

Weekly, all issues published within the sample months were consulted. 
62

 Other periodicals consulted include Weekend Magazine, Canadian Home Journal, Bride Book, and National 

Home Monthly. 



Chapter I: An Introduction 

 

18 
 

National Council of Women (NCWC), and two unions, the United Steel Workers of America 

(USWA) and the United Electrical, Radio, and Machine Workers in Canada (UE). The Canadian 

districts of the USWA and the UE were two of the largest unions operating in Canada throughout 

the 1950s, and had a high number of female members.
63

 Throughout the post-war period, female 

members worked tirelessly to solve workplace issues. The archival records of BPW and the 

NCWC provide insight into how women’s organizations organized to advocate for improved 

working rights for married women.
64

  

Finally, by using interviews with married women workers, individual resistance to unfair 

employment practices that is not captured in union or women’s organizations’ sources are 

examined to inform the discussion of how women challenged workplace problems in situations 

where collective resistance was not possible or desirable. Additionally, how women negotiated 

prescriptions from government, social scientists and the media, will be analyzed primarily 

through women’s own perceptions, as expressed in interviews, questionnaires, and opinion 

pieces submitted to periodicals. This thesis has used interviews conducted by women’s historian 

Jean Bruce for her study of women during the Second World War and the immediate post-war 

period; and by Joan Sangster and Veronica Strong-Boag who have interviewed a number of 

working women, in person, by phone, or using questionnaires, for their respective works on blue-

collar women and suburban wives.
65

 Bruce interviewed over 150 women between the ages of 63 

                                                 
63

 University of Pittsburgh, University Library System (PITT ULS)  Special Collections and Archives, United 

Electrical Radio and Machine Workers, District 5, National Archives (UENA) “1957 Conference on the 

Problems of Working Women, Responses to Questionnaires,” 15; UENA, “Publicity Department, Women, 

Miscellaneous Correspondence”, 20 June 1962. 
64

 Ontario Archives (OA), BPW Papers, MU 6319 files; Library and Archives Canada (LAC), National 

Council of Women (NCWC) Papers, MG 28 125, vol 97 files. 
65

 LAC, Jean Bruce Interview fonds, R5638-O-8-E tapes, 1-40; Veronica Strong-Boag’s “‘Their Side of the 

Story’: Women’s Voices from Ontario Suburbs, 1945-1960,” in A Diversity of Women: Ontario 1945-1980, 

ed. Joy Parr (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995), 46-74; Joan Sangster, Earning Respect: the Lives of 
Working Women in Small-Town Ontario, 1920-1960. 



Chapter I: An Introduction 

 

19 
 

and 85 years of age in the 1990s, the transcripts of these interviews can be accessed at Library 

and Archives Canada. Sangster and Strong-Boag used their interviews in a variety of printed 

sources, excerpts of these questionnaires and transcripts can be found in their works. These 

interviews reflect women’s own views of their work, and the experiences, challenges, and the 

opportunities they perceived. These interviews were primarily conducted with middle class 

women of Ontario, and their descriptions have little to nothing to say about the experiences of 

women of colour or lower class women.
66

 The interviews used discuss a broad time span, from 

the Second World War into the 1970s, and were conducted years after the period that was being 

discussed. Making sense of women’s memories years after the fact can be difficult and 

potentially problematic.
67

 Women’s lives and memories are not easily segregated into periods of 

time that align to capture certain social, economic, or political events and movements. This thesis 

will attempt to account for these potential memory distortions in interviews by corroborating 

their information them with other sources.  

Finally, although interviews are used here as evidence for women’s experience, they are 

not privileged over the other sources used. The intimate and informal nature of these interviews 

can lead to a perception that they represent a ‘raw’ or ‘authentic’ description of women’s 

experiences; yet, it is important to acknowledge that these experiences are no less or more 

filtered and constructed than union briefs or government reports.
68

 Consequently, these sources 

will be used to complement and expand on other sources used on this thesis. They are to speak 

about women’s lives where other sources cannot. Veronica Stong-Boag has argued that we 
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cannot ignore these sources, due to potential methodological issues, as they are critical to 

reconstructing women’s post-war work in totality, rather than a mere caricature.
69

  

Chapter I discusses the historical context surrounding women’s work in the 1950s. Its 

primary objective is to understand the fundamental changes to policies, the economy, and society 

that occurred at the end of the Second World War. It focuses on how these changes affected the 

role of married women at home and at work. It favours an approach that maps historical change, 

rather social continuity, as suggested by Jeff Keshen in order to understand the growing married 

women’s labour force participation in that period.
70

 The next chapter examines those married 

women’s post-war labour trends. It first analyzes how women entered the workforce, including 

job opportunities and limitations. It then describes married women’s employment patterns. 

Finally, it examines the different levels of discrimination married women faced, as women, 

wives, and mothers. This chapter demonstrates that despite the policies and practices that were 

established in the years following the war, women were entering the workforce in rising 

numbers. Chapter IV seeks to understand why women were entering the workforce in that 

period. It looks at both the economic reasons, as well as the more personal reasons, for married 

women to do so, including family need and personal aspirations. An exploration of these reasons 

will demonstrate that women were motivated to enter the workforce by a variety of factors that 

were usually not addressed by government policy and social commentary (and even have not 

been acknowledged by historians).  

 The fifth chapter explores the reactions to married women’s work. By using a variety of 

sources that discuss married women’s labour, this chapter analyzes the ongoing tensions between 
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the prescriptive literature encouraging women to remain at home and rising married women’s 

employment. It covers the reactions of government officials, who over the course of the 1950s 

became more sympathetic to the presence of married women in the workforce. It then examines 

prominent North American sociologist and psychologist interpretations of women’s labour, 

followed by an analysis of reactions in the Ontario popular press. Finally, the chapter examines 

women’s own interpretation of their workforce participation, as well as the growing 

discrepancies between their daily lives and the barrage of social commentary they encountered. 

The last chapter examines how women negotiated these discrepancies to call greater attention to 

their rights in the workforce. Individually and collectively women managed to surmount many 

obstacles posed by employment policies and practices. This chapter demonstrates that this 

activity in the 1950s was foundational to the women’s labour movements’ successes and 

achievements. By exploring women’s labour patterns, their motivations for employment, the 

dynamic debate that surrounded their work, and how women dealt with the consequential barrage 

of prescriptions, this thesis demonstrates that the 1950s marked a watershed moment in the long 

process of women’s rights and recognition in and out of the work place.  
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Chapter II: A Brave New World – Family, Economy, and Governance Change in Post-

War Canada 
 

Let us talk about the good new days. 

The old days are not coming back for any of us.
71

 

 

 

The Second World War fundamentally changed Canadian society, resulting in 

transformations in governance, the economy, and the family. These changes had profound effects 

on women’s labour force participation. Fearing a surplus of workers after demobilization, the 

Canadian government implemented a number of policies to remove women, particularly married 

women from the labour force in preparation for peace. Yet, the peace time economy sustained a 

demand for female workers, which in turn introduced a new social order that saw wives and 

mothers as wage earners. This chapter first examines how and why the Canadian government 

attempted to send married women back to the home and keep them there as it prepared for peace. 

It then discusses the post-war economic changes that resulted in increased demand for women’s 

labour. It finally explores the demographic changes that made it almost inevitable that married 

women would satisfy this demand, and shows how the Canadian government’s policies and 

regulations trying to limit married women’s work were no longer tenable in post-war Canada.  

The Second World War had profound effects on the participation of women in the labour 

force. Canada’s war commitments necessitated the enlistment of women in military services and 

their employment in civilian and war industries.
72

 Prior to the summer of 1940, war production 

was low; however, as the war escalated, the Canadian Government soon adopted a ‘total war’ 

                                                 
71 

Dorise Nielson, New Worlds for Women (Toronto: Progress Books, 1944), 22. 

72 
Roslyn Louise Cluett, “Soldiers of Industry: Women in the Canadian Labour Force, 1939-1951,” offers an in 

depth analysis of the way in which war industry drew on Canadian women throughout the war. 



Chapter II: A Brave New World – Family, Economy, and Governance Change in Post-War Canada  

 

23 
 

economy.
73

 By end of 1941, the war industry had absorbed the 400 000 working-age men who 

had previously been unemployed.
74

 The supply of available male workers was dwindling rapidly. 

Consequently, the Canadian Government needed an alternative supply of labour to meet the 

growing needs of the war industries, and quickly turned to women, and soon to married ones, 

who were channeled into key industries.
75

 From 1940 to 1943, when the demand for labour was 

at its zenith, the Government encouraged the participation of married women into military 

service, war work, and civilian jobs (replacing the men who had left for active service). By 1943, 

there were 250 000 women employed in war industries and over 400 000 women employed in 

non-war (or civilian) industries.
76

 These women accounted for 30.3% of the labour force.
77

 

Additionally, there were over 50 000 women serving in the Women’s Royal Canadian Naval 

Service (WRCNS), Canadian Women’s Army Corps (CWAC), and the Royal Canadian Air 

Force – Women’s Division (RCAF-WD).
78

   

The Second World War created conditions which could change the socially constructed 

cultural pattern of behavior regarding men and women’s employment. In the pre-war period, 

young women were told that marriage and motherhood should be their goal, and this precluded 

their work outside of the home after marriage.
79

 However wartime demands necessitated a 

narrative that supported the combination of work with marriage and motherhood. Extensive 
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propaganda campaign messages permeated society through a variety of mediums (including 

radio, film, reference books, posters, and pamphlets).
80

 They tried to strike a balance between 

industrial efficiency and understanding of female nature by endorsing a new, yet familiar, type of 

femininity.
81

 Women were presented as dutiful and patriotic, equally competent as workers as 

they were mothers and housekeepers. One interesting example can be found in the Mrs. Jack 

Wright photo series produced by the National Film Board, on behalf of the Wartime Information 

Board (WIB), which focused on the role of mothers in war industries.
82

 The series pictures (see 

Appendix 1) a woman war worker, never named other than ‘Jack Wright’s wife’, balancing her 

role as a mother and worker. Mrs. Jack Wright was home to get her children up and fed, to run 

her errands, go off to work and contribute to the war effort, and could still be home to provide 

dinner and read a good night story.
83

 The photo series was a part of many campaigns that 

demonstrated how women could work outside of the home and remain good housekeepers and 

mothers.  

According to Ruth Roach Pierson, the deliberate depiction of women as primarily mothers 

and wives ensured that women continued to be viewed as domestic beings, ensuring that they 

would resume their domestic duties as mothers and wives after the war. Yet, for many 

Canadians, the propaganda campaigns normalized the idea of married women working. In the 

end, this change to women’s gender norms was difficult to reverse at the end the war as women 
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had grown accustomed to the experience and benefits of work.
 84

  In particular, they had realized 

they were capable of tasks that they had long been considered unable to do. Moreover, they had 

worked as mothers and wives without any apparent harm to their families.
85

 Consequently, 

female war workers were interested in continuing to work, and ultimately they would account for 

the largest increases to the paid labour force in the post-war period.
86

  

Women’s wartime increased opportunities and broadened experiences in the labour force 

shaped their experiences in the post-war period. Wartime work meant the “cult of true 

womanhood”, or the belief women could find fulfillment only through domesticity lost much of 

its credibility; women had been encouraged to find fulfillment through service and work.
87

 The 

wartime experience had a remarkable impact on women’s consciousness in the post-war period. 

One woman who became a professor at the University of Manitoba described it in this way: “A 

new self-awareness developed during the war. Many of us began to ask ‘Who Am I?’ and to 

question our role in life. Many of us were fundamentally changed. If it had not been for the war, 

I would not have increased my participation in public life to the degree I did.”
88

 When 
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considering the war effect in the mapping of historical change and continuity, women reflecting 

on the period frequently identified it as one of change – irrevocable change. Norma Walmsley, 

who had entered the paid labour force during the war, likened the war to ‘Pandora’s Box’, too 

much had changed in women’s lives to return to pre-war norms as “women proved their ability 

in many fields… and now they knew they had choice.”
89

 There was a common feeling that the 

Second World War had dissolved barriers, allowed women to “blow away myths.”
 90

 This made 

women’s employment in jobs that had been closed to them before the war more acceptable. 

Moreover, women sought further training to gain access to a greater number of occupations in 

the post war period. In a 1943 survey by the National Selection Service Women’s Division 

(NSS-WD), respondents overwhelmingly indicated that they wanted greater training to enter new 

professions rather than returning to pre-war “women’s jobs”. (see Appendix 2)
91

   

The wartime image of the Canadian women victory worker or servicewoman, who would 

return home after the war, was consequently vastly different from what women wanted for 

themselves.
92

 By 1943 the Canadian government and the public in general began preparing for 

peace, and as the Montreal Standard observed this was “a favourite indoor sport for thousands of 

Canadians, including government officials and professional politicians, university professors, 

welfare workers, and just plain everyday citizens.”
93

 The Canadian Government sought to avoid 

the kind of post-war social disruption and economic upheaval that had followed the First World 
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War. The memories of mass unemployment, social unrest, and economic decline remained vivid, 

and policy makers wanted to spare Canadians from such a fate. Throughout the post-war 

planning phase, the government consulted with number of experts in economics, labour, and 

social sciences to ensure their reconstruction plan would be a success.
94

 For the first time, an 

alliance was formed between political leaders, policy makers, and independent specialists.
95

 In 

1943, the House of Commons Special Committee on Reconstruction and Re-establishment was 

formed; it would spend the next three years determining how to employ and house returning 

soldiers, and how to manage the transition to a peace time economy.
96

 The committee recognized 

the transformational effects of the war, and endeavored to ensure that its lessons would not be 

wasted: 

We shall not, upon the morrow of victory, enter into a brave new world. If we are to 

attain the ideals for which we are fighting, everyone must continue during the post-war 

period to work with an energy and determination comparable to that which has been 

displayed during the last two years.
97

  

Ultimately, policy makers supported an ‘orderly decontrol’ guided by two primary principles 

according to Jennifer Stephens: (1) transitioning smoothly to a peace time economy and (2) 

stabilizing Canadian households by endorsing traditional family structures supported by pre-war 

gender roles.
98

  The Second World War had restored full employment levels and incomes to 

Canadians largely through government intervention and a lack of competition from international 
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markets (that were in the midst of reconstruction). In the eyes of government officials it was 

critical to maintain high levels of employment and expand the economy after the war.  

After the war, the Canadian government assumed the responsibility for achieving high, 

stable levels of employment. This policy was explained in the White Paper on employment and 

income published in April 1945, and in the Green Book proposals issued in August 1945. The 

Government decided to adopt counter-cyclical economic policies.
99

 It considered “a large part 

of the foundation of an economy of high employment and welfare must be new investment.”
100

 

Accordingly, the shortage of housing, industrial conversion, and civilian employment were at 

the top of the federal government’s action plan for stimulating Canada’s post-war economy with 

investment.
101

 

Depression and war had taken a toll on the material conditions of domestic life. Housing 

stock was insufficient, and overcrowding was commonplace. In 1939, over one million 

Canadians were estimated to live in residences with less than one room per person, and this only 

worsened during the war as thousands of Canadians moved to urban centres to work in the 

expanding war industries.
102

 In 1944, a study was conducted by housing planner Humphrey 

Carver, on behalf of the Canadian Welfare Council, to determine the housing demands of 

Canadians over the next decade. He concluded that Canada would need approximately 731, 000 

new dwellings over the next ten years;
103

 the current rate of construction would only have 
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achieved one-third of the required homes in that span.
104

 To address such needs the National 

Housing Act (NHA) was revised in 1944 and offered reduced interest rates and increased 

amortization periods for Canadians seeking their first mortgages. In addition, the Government 

planned a one billion dollar investment in construction across the nation, which was part of the 

new strategy to stimulate the economy.
 105

 In June 1945, the Canadian Government announced 

that thirty-five percent of the dwellings built in the immediate future were to be set aside for 

returning soldiers and their families.
106

 Ultimately, it would take over a decade for housing 

construction to match demand. Yet, the growing availability of housing greatly affected families’ 

need for a good income as more and more Canadians were moving into and furnishing these new 

homes. 

Canada emerged from the war with an improved infrastructure that sustained a stronger 

economy with more industries. As peace drew near, the Canadian government sought to continue 

such “vigorous industrial activity.”
107

 The goal was to convert industries’ from wartime to 

civilian production to satisfy domestic demand for consumer goods, which Canadians could 

purchase using wartime savings. Accordingly, tax incentives were offered to private enterprises 

to purchase government owned factories, convert them to peace time production, and increase 

investment in Canadian industry.
108

 The need for plant reconversion to peacetime conditions 
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produced an outburst of private capital investment.
109

 In addition, the Canadian government and 

private enterprises sought to capitalize on the increased export opportunities that emerged 

following the war. Europe’s devastation during the war and the inclusion of Canadian goods in 

the American Marshal Plan meant there was an increased foreign demand for Canadian goods.
110

 

In doing so, the Canadian government hoped to maintain both high production and employment 

levels. As the war industries and infrastructure were converted to peace time use, Canada found 

itself with an industrial base that fueled a strong and sustained period of growth. The continued 

investment in manufacturing and industry offered a number of opportunities for returning 

soldiers.
111

 Those higher levels investment and domestic/foreign demand would sustain the 

demand for labour in the post-war period.   

The Liberal Government made many efforts to ensure the high employment and re-

employment of returning soldiers to fulfil is 1945 electoral campaign promise of “High and 

stable levels of employment.
112

 Employers, both private and public, were encouraged to offer 

veterans their old jobs.
113

 Moreover, under the Veteran’s Charter, all veterans were offered the 

opportunity to access post-secondary education or training to facilitate their re-entry into the 

civilian labour force.
114

 Though the traditional functions of the government were extended in 
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this sense, as they ensured housing and training for all veterans, most of the new jobs were to 

originate from the private sector.
115

  

Though policy makers felt confident in their plans to facilitate a smooth transition to a 

peacetime economy, the household front still troubled them. Thousands of women had 

participated in the war effort, and though women were considered a valuable labour reserve, 

policy makers soon saw these female workers as a potentially disruptive force capable of 

destabilizing the post-war labour market.
116

 Further, concerns for child delinquency and 

corrupted family morals also justified women’s return to the household after the war.
117

 

Government officials believed that the key to a stable domestic front lay in a withdrawal of 

women from the labour force. The demobilization of women was planned prior to the war’s end. 

In 1944, Allan Peebles, Director of Statistics and Research, Department of Labour, requested 

immediate action from the National Selection Service (NSS) as “it was better to make the 

problem go away […], while there was still time.”
118

  

A sub-committee was created in order to develop a plan to lay off female war time 

workers and manage women’s post war expectations. The Sub-Committee on the post-war 

Problems of Women (SPWPW), comprised entirely of women, was formed in January of 1943 to 

enquire into the problems they may experience after the war and recommend solution.
119

 The 
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subcommittee published their findings and recommendations at the end of 1943 after consulting 

a variety of informants, including working women, employers, government experts, and business 

organizations.
120

 Their findings and subsequent recommendations illustrate the ambiguous nature 

of women’s work at the time. The report largely supported the withdrawal of women from the 

paid labour force, finding that “married women should not be allowed to work if their husbands 

have a good position and can keep the family and home comfortable.”
121

 However, it also 

promoted the right of “all women regardless of marital status … to have a job and the one they 

want.”
122

 The subcommittee’s report urged the government to expand employment opportunities 

for women, and contained a specific number of recommendations for aiding different categories 

of women, including single women, married women, married women with children, and 

widows.
123

 Though many recommendations sought to address the real challenges that women 

working outside of the home faced, including equal access to jobs, training, fair pay, and child 

care, the report continued to emphasize domesticity for women.
124

 Their final report ultimately 

concluded that although the women had the right to work, these rights should not undermine the 

social norms of domesticity.
125

 The report was submitted to the House of Commons on the 28th 

of January 1944. It failed to receive any serious attention, and the majority of the report’s 

recommendations were ignored. Instead, government officials’ belief that female workers were 
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excess labour, and threatened to take jobs from veterans, and other men, shaped their post-war 

policies. 

Janet Keith, a journalist writing in Canadian Business, questioned Government policies 

that sought to “drive women out of employment,” as they failed to include women in their 

promises of full-employment.
126

 She argued that the removal of women from the workforce 

directly countered the government’s approach to the post-war economy.
127

 The White Paper on 

Employment and Income (1945), which had set out the government’s aims to ensure high 

employment and stable incomes for Canadians, also predicted that most war-time female 

workers would voluntarily retire from the labour force to take up their rightful domestic role.
128

 

Their strategy neglected to acknowledge the needs, interests, and ambitions of post war women. 

Such a position contradicted the interests expressed in the SPWPW’s final report, in which 

women overwhelming expressed “I want a post-war job.”
129

 Official’s narrow conceptions of 

women’s role in the post-war period failed to account for the fundamental changes they had 

undergone. Moreover, it did not predict that the post war economy would require the mass 

employment of women – even married women.  

The Canadian Government employed a number of policies and measures to push women 

out of the workforce after the end of the war. They specifically targeted married women. Jennifer 

Stephen has demonstrated in her recent work Pick One Intelligent Girl that post-war planners 

employed the same elaborate psychological, economic, and managerial techniques that had been 
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used to draw women in the wartime workforce to achieve the opposite effect.
130

 In order to re-

establish pre-war patterns of employment, policy makers adopted a national strategy that sought 

to pull women out of the workforce, or to restrict the few remaining working women into low-

waged occupations.
131

 This began with training opportunities for post-war employment, as it was 

a way to regulate and contain women’s employment in specific areas. Women seeking work 

were directed to Vocational Training Programs, which offered training in basic jobs skills for 

various occupations and work. The National Selection Service, Women’s Division had hoped to 

channel women into “natural professions” where women’s “wages and hours were reasonable 

and all social stigma removed.”
132

 These professions included domestic services, health/medicine 

and teaching.
133

 Married women were channeled into training for domestic skills more often than 

their single counterparts, as the training would improve their ability to run a household and care 

for their husbands and children.
134

 Ultimately, the government understood that although it could 

not prevent married women from seeking employment, it could try to channel them to towards 

the home.
135
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 Much of the debate around married women’s work in the post-war period was centred on 

the need to provide returning servicemen with training and employment.
136

 Married women were 

specifically targeted; as they were supposed to be supported by their husbands, they did not need 

a wage like single women or men themselves.
137

 This attitude is demonstrated by the way 

married women were treated by the Government’s new unemployment insurance (UI) policy. 

This insurance scheme, established immediately following the war, was a key piece of legislation 

in Canada’s post-war welfare state; it sought to provide greater industrial stability, and provide 

security in times (hopefully transitional) of unemployment. Under the new UI policy, additional 

qualifications were required of married women. Regulation 5A brought into effect on November 

15, 1950 disqualified 12,000 to 14,000 married women from UI annually.
138

 Women were 

disqualified from UI benefits for two years following their marriage unless they fulfilled certain 

conditions that would prove their attachment to the labour force, conditions not required of 

single women or men. Specifically, a woman had to work at least 90 days after her marriage, if 

she had not been employed on that date, or 90 days after her first separation from work after her 

marriage, if she was employed when she married.
139

   Certain government officials and 

journalists suggested that married women were a drain on the UI fund, and could potentially 

misuse the system.
140

 The Unemployment Insurance Commission (UIC) records, contains 
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multiple instances of policy markers arguing that women, who had worked during the war, had 

no intention to continue to work, but were drawing benefits anyway.
141

 Moreover, women who 

were married were not considered “unemployed” and thus requiring benefits, due to the 

prominent belief in the ‘bread winner’ model.
142

  

Reducing married women’s employment continued to be treated as a way to prevent 

potential men’s unemployment.
143

 There was a real impetus among business and organizations, 

including the Canadian Federal government, to re-enact restrictions on married women’s 

employment through marriage bars.
144

 Major employers, including school boards, the civil 

service, telegraph agencies and railway companies all re-enacted marriage bars as a way to 

ensure that returning veterans could obtain their previous jobs.
145

 Between 1944 and 1946, many 

married women were released from their positions, in war and civilian industries, to 

accommodate returning servicemen.
146

 Surveys were circulated among federal civil service 

departments to determine which married women could be dismissed to make room for returning 

veterans. By 1947, it was ruled that married women who were not primary breadwinners would 
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be the first ones to be laid off.
147

 Though certain employers, such as individual school boards, 

found marriage bars discriminatory and did not implement them, most employers adopted the 

practice after the war. Marriage bars were even accepted in unionized workplaces. Unionized 

railway members contested the dismissal of women from the work place at the end of the war, 

but not the one of married women because they considered the latter necessary to reduce the 

workforce.
148

 The re-establishment of marriage bars as the war ended signifies that married 

women were still a reserve of labour, and were the first to be released if layoffs became 

necessary.
149

 

These policies ultimately fell short of permanently reducing women’s labour force 

participation. The decline in women’s labour force participation following the war did not last 

long, hitting its bottom in 1947.
150

 By 1951 women were again entering the workforce at 

sustained rates. (see Appendix 3)
151

 Their re-entry into the workforce was encouraged by the 

favorable economic conditions that emerged following the war. Canada experienced fairly 

consistent economic growth until the late 1950s. Throughout the decade, the gross national 

product rose from 17.3 billion in 1952 to 36 billion in 1962.
152

 The economic boom was 

sustained by increased demand for goods both internationally and domestically. Ultimately, the 

                                                 
147

 Along with ‘persons whose services are not fully satisfactory’; ‘persons ready to accept retirement’; ‘part-

time, casual’ employees; and those above ‘normal retirement age’. 

LAC, Civil Service Commission, RG 32 vol. 379 “Circular Policies,” (1947), 7. 

148
 LAC RG 30, Vol 136105, file no.  480X2, Employment of Married Women, “letter from RC Vaghan, 

President of the Canadian National Railways,” (4 October 1945), 2. 

149
 OA, 200 Series 1234 File 297 - Employees, Employment of Wives, 1930-1952, “Report 10 of the Board of 

Control,” (4 May 1944), 2-3. 

150
 Bryon and Spencer and Dennis Featherstone, Married Female Labour Force Participation: A Microstudy, 

(Ottawa: Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 1970), 22. 

151
 Ibid., 223. 

152
 Joy Parr, “Household Choices as Politics and Pleasure 1950s Canada,” International Labour and Working-

Class History 55 (Spring, 1999): 112-113.  



Chapter II: A Brave New World – Family, Economy, and Governance Change in Post-War Canada  

 

38 
 

heightened demand for Canadian goods led to an increase demand for labour. The White Paper 

on Employment and Income had set the Canadian goal to achieve economic stability through 

export growth.
153

 American investment in Canada’s resource sector grew steadily over the 

decade and fueled exports of resource products to the United States. Throughout the post-war 

period, sixty percent of exports went to the United States, another twenty percent to the United 

Kingdom.
154

 The Canadian steel, oil, and natural resources (particularly lumber and mining) 

industries expanded in the post-war period to meet international demands.
155

 By the end of the 

1950s, the traditional export mix had been expanded to include new energy sources, like 

Canadian uranium. Further, these new or expanded sources of energy lowered manufacturing 

costs and facilitated greater production capacities.
156

 As a result, manufacturing continued to 

expand, requiring new investments in plant and machinery, and new types of skilled labour. 

Although these industries relied on a male labour force, their growth had an indirect impact on 

the female labour market. First, some men moved out of low paying, gender neutral jobs like 

those in retail, which left room for women. Second, industrial growth was accompanied by 

growth in the clerical and retail sector. 

This expanding economy led to the creation of many more jobs and ample employment 

opportunities. Demands for skilled and unskilled labour meant women were increasingly needed. 

This was being particularly true due to the expansion of three important fields in the post-war 

period: the federal civil service, education, and the distribution/retail sector. During the war, the 
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federal civil service nearly double in size, and this growth continued as a result of the need to 

administer Canada’s new welfare state programs. It was this demand for white collar and 

administrative employees that led to the end of the marriage bar in 1955. At the same time as the 

expansion of the civil service, the explosion of the Canadian population during the post-war 

period coupled with a greater government emphasis on education, increased demand for teachers, 

clerks, and administrative employees to staff the expanding school system.  Finally, and perhaps 

most importantly to the rise of women in the paid labour force, was the massive increase in jobs 

in the distribution and retail sector. The increased production of, and demand for, consumer 

goods, created a need for an expanded sale infrastructure.  This was complemented by increased 

suburbanization, which required the opening of retail facilities in new developments. The result 

was a quickly growing service sector. 

 The booming economy allowed Canadians to spend more on domestic goods. Demand 

for goods was fueled by pent-up demand from years of depression and war, the ‘baby boom’ 

period of high marriage and birth rates, and high levels of immigration.
 157

 In the post war years, 

adults of all ages were more likely to marry, and marry at a young age, which resulted in a ‘cult 

of marriage’.
158

 Rates of marriage soared in 1946 and remained steady until the mid-1950s, with 

more than 1.2 million weddings throughout this period.
159

 At the time, marriage and family was 

the young adults’ path to respectability, a notion reinforced by social psychologists, politicians, 

and religious leaders. Simultaneously, the population rose remarkably as the birth rate exceeded 

26 per thousand during most years. Additionally, European immigration to Canada was 

substantial, accounting for one third of Canada’s population growth. By 1948, the Canadian 
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population had reached 13.5 million – the population that had originally been projected for 

1971.
160

 The remarkable rise in marriages and births not only attested to the general feeling of 

prosperity, but also reflected the changing circumstances of many Canadians, particularly 

women. As increasing number of Canadians were getting married, they also purchasing and 

furnishing new homes, while supporting themselves and children. 

In the post-war period, Canadians were able to consume more than ever before. Personal 

savings from relatively high war wages and victory bonds stimulated consumer spending. 

Couples were buying new homes, automobiles, refrigerators, and other such consumer goods.
161

 

The 1950s brought a sharp increase in the number of owner-occupied dwellings, particularly in 

cities and suburbs. By the end of the 1950s, the number of owner occupied homes had risen to 

66% from 57% a decade earlier.
162

 The rise of home ownership meant more couples bought 

furniture and appliances, especially in the larger houses in suburban developments. Joy Parr has 

demonstrated that Canadians furnished these homes over the course of the decade and never in 

one full sweep.
163

 Nonetheless, buying and furnishing homes put pressures on family budgets, 

which could be alleviated by a second income. 

 The heightened demand for Canadian goods resulted in a substantial demand for workers. 

However the generation that was reaching working age (those born during the Depression) was 

thin, and consequently there were not enough men and unmarried women to satisfy the demand. 

There was also a deficit in the older Great War generation, and of course, a fair number of men 
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of working age had been killed during the two wars.
164

 Further exasperating the demand for 

labour, the age at which people were entering the workforce substantially increased. As Arthur 

Lower observed in 1955, adolescence was lasting longer: “In our wisdom, we Canadians have 

discovered a method of prolonging it to 18, 19 and in certain cases, 20 years of age.”
165

 

Throughout the 1950s, it was generally believed that the new economy required a better educated 

labour force, so if parents could afford it, they kept their children in school longer. Following the 

war, enrollment in Canadian secondary school (ages 14-17) rose steadily, growing from 28.6% in 

1951 to 55.5% by 1960.
166

 Additionally, the population aged between 18 and 24 was 

increasingly enrolling in post-secondary schools and training throughout the decade as well: 

rising from 16.4% in 1951 to 52% by 1960.
167

 Parents wanted to give their children what they 

had been deprived of – a worry free youth, devoid of the necessity to work.
168

 However, children 

working had been a pre-war source of supplemental income and now families required a new 

source while children remained in school. Ultimately, this high demand and low supply of 

workers created favourable conditions for women’s re-entry into the labour force.  

Married women then became a permanent fixture in the Canadian labour force in post 

war Canada. (see Appendix 4) The cumulative patterns of change across state, market, and 

family landscapes following the Second World War led to a fundamentally altered Canadian 
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society. Government investment and domestic/ foreign demand for goods resulted in a growing 

Canadian economy that increased labour market demands, which in turn opened opportunities 

for women. Further, a small birth cohort in the previous decades and older workforce entry ages 

created openings in the workforce for married women to fill. A rise in consumer spending and 

family formation necessitated higher incomes, which meant married women were willing to 

continue working to provide for their families. And finally, the social attitudes and government 

policy that at the outset of the post-war period limited women’s participation with the work force 

slowly changed, permitting greater and greater engagement in the post-war labour force. 

Whatever the supposed moral consequences of working mothers peddled by conservative 

commentators, businesses and governments recognized the important economic role of married 

women’s increased labour force participation. Consequently, between 1945 and 1960, Canada 

saw married women’s labour force participation in the labour force increase from one in twenty-

five to one in five.
169

 Further, Canadian women did not remain unchanged while society 

transformed around them. Instead, like the society in which they lived – women emerged from 

the war shaped by their wartime experiences looking for greater opportunities and experiences in 

the paid labour force. The following chapter will examine the ways in which the war had shaped 

these women, and how they had hoped to live in the post-war period. 
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Chapter III: ‘Little Women’ No More –Post-War Women’ Labour Trends 
 

The labour market behavior of women in our culture is significant,  

and it is this element which accounts for the characteristic variability [in the labour force]  

– over time and space.
170

 

 

Women flooded into the paid labour force as Canadian society adjusted to post-war 

reality. Despite the restrictive policies implemented by the Canadian Government, married 

women’s participation in the post-war years was the most remarkable change in women’s 

workforce participation. Following the war, each successive year saw a significant rise in the 

ratio of married women to single women in the workforce, doubling over the course of the 

decade.
171

 This trend was a defining feature of women’s employment in the twentieth century. 

The increased presence of married women in the paid labour force greatly changed the shape of 

the labour market and family life. This chapter examines how women entered the workforce, 

what their job prospects were and what challenges they faced. It explores their employment 

patterns, including the occupations and sectors they entered, the factors that affected their 

employment duration, and whether they worked full-time, part-time, or seasonally. Despite the 

policies and practices that were promoted in the years following the war, married women’s 

participation in the labour force expanded in unprecedented numbers. 

The war was immediately followed by a sharp decrease in female employment rates due 

to war industries closing (male employment rates also dropped in the same period).
172

 The 

national female unemployment rate hit its peak in 1947, but once veterans were reintegrated into 

the workforce, women re-entered it as well. Women’s labour force participation again climbed, 
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and by 1960 women accounted for 33% of the total workforce.
173

 Married women were primarily 

responsible for this growth.
174

 Prior to the war, only 12.7% of women working were married, and 

represented only 4.5% of the total workforce.
175

 Immediately after the war, they represented 30% 

of working women and 11% of the total workforce. However, between 1951 and 1961, married 

women were one half of the female labour force, and 22% of the labour force in general. This 

percent change was greater than for both single and widowed/divorced women,
176

 and their 

labour participation had increased more than five times since 1941.
177

  

Patterns of married women’s employment nonetheless reflected their unchanging 

domestic responsibilities, which remained the care of their husband and children. Consequently, 

marriage and child-rearing greatly affected their employment type and duration. Married 

women’s participation in the labour force was highly dependent on the number and age of their 

children. According to Alice Nakamura et al.’s study of the employment and income of married 

women, one of the most critical determinants of women’s work was the number of young 

children (under 6 years old) and school age children (between 6 and 14) she had.
178

 In the pre-

war period, women were expected to drop out of the labour force when they married – and most 

did.
179

 The 1921 and 1931 censuses show that women older than 25 were only half as likely to be 
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working as those younger, and only 10% of those working past 25 were married.
180

 The limited 

increases in female employment before the war came from the 20-24 age cohort. However, after 

the war, this cohort only increased 4%.
181

 Instead, the most remarkable increases in women’s 

labour force participation came from women between 35 and 64 years of age, whose 

participation increased 55% between 1951 and 1961.
182

  

This considerable shift in working women’s ages reflects a new trend in the 1950s, a ‘two 

phase’ female working pattern. Working women who married, or entered the workforce shortly 

after marriage, worked for a short time until the birth of their first child, usually within 15 

months of marriage.
183

 They then typically retired from the labour force for a period of time 

while they had additional children in quick succession. This pattern corresponds with the limited 

labour force participation of women younger than 35, as women’s average age at marriage was 

23, and they had had their first child before 25.
184

 Moreover, women’s reproductive life was 

compressed as the birth rates among women over 35 dropped substantially in the years following 

the war.
185

 Women typically waited until their youngest was in school, and then re-entered the 

workforce. These women were then over 35, and felt confident that they could work without 
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neglecting their families. In 1958, Chatelaine did a special report discussing married women 

with jobs, including their risks, gains, and greater chances for happiness; the report stated that: 

“the period of complete commitment to the home is narrowing down to women with small 

children.”
186

 By 1962, never-married women spent 45 years in the workforce, married women 

spent 35 years, and married women with children spent 25 years.
187

 This amount of time had 

increased significantly, as fifteen years earlier women had only spent less than 10 years in the 

workforce, if at all.
188

 Now women spent more time in the work force than outside of it. 

Consequently, their workforce participation could no longer be defined as marginal or transitory. 

Once in the workforce, women faced a number of challenges that restricted their choice 

of work, reduced the likelihood of career advancement, and left them comparatively underpaid. 

An enduring issue women faced was pay inequity.
189

 Female remuneration patterns, particularly 

those of married women, reflected discriminatory social attitudes that argued that women worked 

for frills or to temporarily supplement their husbands’ salary. Even when women were doing the 

same work as men, they received substantially less pay. In heavily masculine occupations, pay 

differentials tended to be greater. For example, women working in transportation and 

manufacturing earned only 55.7% of what males did. Whereas, in clerical and communication 

fields, which were highly feminized workplaces, female employees earned 74% of what their 

counterpart males did.  Even within feminized workplaces, women were paid less when they 

held a position that was disproportionately male. For example, female managers earned 51.6% of 
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their male counterparts’ wages/salary. These pay differences were greater for part-time or 

seasonal workers. In retail workplaces, where women were disproportionately employed on a 

part-time or casual basis, female employees earned only 44% of what males, more often full-time 

employees, earned.
190

  

 Pay inequity was principally sustained by gender segregation and occupational 

distribution. Women were disproportionately concentrated in lower paying jobs, like retail or 

clerical work, which resulted in their earning substantially less than men. Moreover, businesses 

could use gender segregation to excuse different pay for comparable work.
191

 A small difference 

in work, as minute as sweeping the factory floor at the end of shift instead of stacking pallets 

could justify a wage gap.
192

 Fair remuneration legislations at the provincial and federal level 

struggled to address this type of inequity as it did not acknowledge the fact that women were 

systematically channeled into lower paid work or work described as “different.” 

Job stereotyping remained fairly constant over the decade, and limited women’s 

employment to a few sectors that were less paid and offered fewer opportunities for career 

advancement. Growing job opportunities for women were in feminized fields. The increased 

production resulted in the increase of job opportunities in clerical and retail positions, for which 

women were considered “particularly well suited.”
 193

 The job stereotyping that still prevailed 

through the 1950s resulted in nearly two thirds of women being channeled into retail and clerical 

                                                 
190

 Sylvia Ostry, The Female Worker in Canada, 41. 
191

 Ontario, House of Commons, Debates vol 28, (March 1951), H-3. 
192

 PITT ULS Special Collections and Archives, UENA, District 5 – Local 524, “Summary of Payroll Reports” 

(January 1961), 2-14. 

193
 The Labour Gazette, 52 no. 10 (October 1952), 145. 



Chapter III : ‘Little Women’ No More – Labour Trends of Post-War Women 

 
 

 

48 
 

sectors.
194

 In 1951, over half of married women were employed in three main occupational 

sectors: clerical, sales, and service.
195

 The remainder of married women found work as factory 

workers, like their single counterparts.
196

 (see Appendix 5) They experienced a slight 

disadvantage in obtaining positions compared to single women in occupations such as service, 

processing, and machining or fabrication.
197

  However, married women appeared to obtain a 

greater number of managerial occupations than single ones, presumably because they were older 

and more experienced.
198

 Nonetheless, notwithstanding the popular debate regarding married 

women’s work, their career patterns did not differ greatly from their single counterparts.
199

 This 

job segregation allowed women to enter the labour force without trespassing into masculine 

spheres of work.
200

 As noted by the Women’s Bureau in 1956: “women do not as a rule compete 

in the labour market as men.”
201

 Consequently, one important facet of conservative reactions to 

women’s work, the fear of massive male unemployment, faded away as it was soon evident that 

“men’s work” could co-exist, protected, alongside “female’s work.”
202
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‘Ghettoization’ into female fields had peaked by 1956, and by the end of the decade other 

sectors were beginning to hire women as well.
203

 As the war ended, women enrolled in various 

CVT programs, taking preparatory courses for university, or enrolling in university.
204

 These 

programs allowed women to receive training in variety of fields, and allowed them to enter 

professions that were considered ‘traditionally male’.
205

 In 1958, The Women’s Bureau observed 

that women had begun to enter new fields and careers. By the end of the decade, 65% more 

women became chemist or metallurgists, 45% more women became architects or drafters, and 

22% more women became physicians.
206

 However, women transgressing job-stereotyping were 

typically not married, and even less likely to have children. 

Married women faced job segregation and pay discrimination like their single 

counterparts, but they also faced greater job discrimination by employers who questioned their 

loyalty to the workforce, and greater familial responsibilities that led to double days. Labour 

studies indicate that married women were more likely to work in a feminized position, and had 

greater difficulties moving out of them.
207

 Marriage bars prevented their employment in certain 

workplaces and occupations, including the Civil Service (until 1955), in specific Teaching 

Districts (as late as 1960), and in certain Railway and Transportation companies (until 1956).
208
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Discriminatory policies implemented by the government sought to limit married women’s 

employment to certain occupations and fields. Society was often skeptical of married women’s 

labour. Their employment was considered supplemental at best, and their commitment to the 

labour force was seen as transient because they were already supported by their husbands and did 

not “need” to work.
209

 This in turn, led to greater discrimination, including being passed over for 

promotions or being hired on a part-time basis instead of full-time.
210

   

Nevertheless, there was a growing demand for labour fueled by the expansion of the 

Canadian economy.
211

 Thus businesses recruited “every available source believed to be 

productive”, even if that meant having to hire married women.
212

 Policy makers and business 

owners found that, economically speaking, “an attempt to drive married women out of the labour 

market would surely create more difficulties than it would solve.”
213

 For their part, married 

women entered the workforce in spite of discriminatory policies and employment practices for 

their own reasons.
214

 Condemnation of working wives (without children) decreased over the 

course of the decade, as social attitudes, employment practices, and legislations evolved to 

reflect the reality of women’s work. Accordingly, the largest barriers to married women’s work 

that had existed in the pre-war period, including marriage bars or social attitudes that 

delegitimized married women’s labour force participation, eventually gave way. However, 
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working married women were viewed with suspicion by employers who assumed they would 

eventually withdraw from the workforce to have children, an obstacle not faced by single 

women.
215

  

Married women with children faced outright social condemnation, discriminatory 

employment practices, and a dearth of supportive services (including maternity leave or 

daycare).
216

 Younger mothers who began their working life in the 1950s saw the pregnancy bar 

as the next frontier after marriage bars had been removed.
217

 Restrictive stereotypes and 

paternalistic prejudice meant that barriers for married women with children remained although 

they lessened for working wives without children. By the end of the decade, the key factor 

affecting women’s employment was child-bearing and rearing. During this time, discriminatory 

and prejudicial hiring practices towards women approaching child-rearing age, or those with 

children, were common. Working women were expected to resign when they became pregnant, 

and were occasionally dismissed if they did not do so in due course. However, some women 

continued working whilst pregnant, hoping to avoid detection as long as possible.
218

 

Occasionally, sympathetic management would permit a woman to continue working during 

pregnancy, though this informal paternalism or kindness was not the same as a legal right.
219

  

There was a strong resistance to this type of maternity and child care services. Following the 

war, economic and social conservatism led the federal government to terminate its federal-
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provincial cost-sharing day care program. The program, which had been introduced during the 

war to encourage greater female participation in the war industries, was no longer required 

according to Government Officials as the war industries were winding down and women would 

return back home.
220

 Many provinces adopted a provincial-municipal cost sharing program, in 

the post-war period in response. However, these programs were substantially underfunded, and 

resulted in increasingly insufficient daycare options for working mothers. In Ontario, the Day 

Nurseries Act (1946) established minimum regulations and standards, as well as funding 

arrangements. It provided a joint cost-sharing between municipal and provincial governments, 

with the municipalities assuming half of the cost and taking responsibility for the administration. 

The act was ultimately a double edged sword, according to the Globe and Mail: 

[The] Act proved to be a double-edged sword. Because the government was doing two 

contradictory things-setting good standards, but refusing to fund the service adequately-the 

net effect of the legislation was to close down a number of centres.
221

 

 

As the municipalities were responsible for the administration of daycare programs, available 

services were inconsistent and bound to the respective interests and preferences of city councils.  

In general, municipal government officials argued that should child cares services be used, 

they should only be used for emergencies by full-time homemakers and not as a normal option 

for working women.
222

 They argued that the only working women who should be provided with 

public daycare services were those who were unwed or in dire economic circumstances. Cities 
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offered reduced pricing for women who met strict criteria that demonstrated their economic 

necessity for employment. By 1951, eligibility for public day care services were extremely strict, 

and excluded children whose mothers’ worked for any other reason than dire economic need.
223

, 

Municipalities often raised the fees for public child care for families not meeting these criteria so 

that the cost of childcare services was prohibitive and women could not justify working when 

their earnings could scarcely cover the fees. In Toronto, city council officials stated that fees 

should be doubled to “eliminate from care those children of mothers who work from choice 

rather than economic necessity.”
224

 Moreover, cities often employed strict regulations as to 

which families could send their children to day care and fill the rare openings in the system.  

Despite the lack of nurseries or daycares, women typically found care for their children 

while at work. The majority of working women with pre-school children, who were particularly 

pressured to remain at home, used relatives or friends.
225

  Most working mothers in the 1950s 

and 1960s had school age children, and these women relied on older children, domestic staff, 

short-term baby sitters, and family.
226

 A 1956 Labour Department Study found that the majority 

of working women used ‘grand mothers’ as a child care solution.
227

 This continued until the 

1960s when social attitudes and legislative policies began to address the issues of working 
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mothers’ access to child care.
228

 Nevertheless, the rising number of wives and mothers entering 

the workforce indicates that women were able to cope with these shortcomings. 

Childbearing and rearing pulled women out of the labour force, and frequently delayed 

career advancement. Women who had children typically withdrew from the workforce 

completely for six to ten years, and lost their position and any seniority.
229

 According to the 

Women’s Bureau, roughly 80% of women did withdraw completely from the workforce when 

pregnant. Although most women were able to return to their previous place of work, they did not 

necessarily return to the same position, nor did their seniority carry over.
230

 As one woman 

indicated, every time she left the workforce, re-entering felt like she was ‘starting over’.
231

 

Married women with children thus found it difficult to move beyond entry level positions.  

Unfortunately, the women who entered and exited the workforce according to the needs 

of their families did not gain the same benefits as those working for long durations in full time 

positions. As family demands determined married women’s labour force participation, they also 

shaped the character of their employment. Married women more often than not tended to be part-

time, intermittent, casual, or ‘seasonal’ workers with fewer benefits than full-time workers.
232
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Part-time work allowed women to contribute to the family income while rearing children; this 

was particularly true for younger mothers, who needed to also be home for their kids. Yet, 

women working part-time, specifically intermittent and casual employees, frequently worked 

equivalent hours to full-time workers, 59.4% of employed women worked for forty or more 

hours a week (compared 74% of employed males), but only half of these women had formal full 

time positions.
233

 Part-time positions were usually low paying and less secure, and despite 

potentially working comparable hours to full-time male or female employees, they received 

substantially less pay and access to benefits. Moreover, women who took up part-time work were 

far less likely to move beyond the entry-level positions.
234

 Consequently, the character of their 

employment highlights the conflicting nature of married women’s labour at this time while 

married women became a permanent fixture of the labour force, but they still worked casually, 

seasonally or on a part-time basis.    

Despite women entering the workforce in record numbers, their roles at home did not 

change. The common challenge married women faced was how to reconcile and balance 

domestic life and work life. “Women [were], and continue to be, at the centre and heart of family 

life,” and balancing work and domestic roles resulted in frequent fatigue.
235

 More importantly, it 

brought into sharp relief the failings of society to support the wage earning wife and mother, as 

well as the unequal experience of men and women both inside and outside of the home. 

Husbands, who performed a substantial amount of household work, particularly chores done by 
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women, were a distinct minority.
236

 One woman working as a librarian stated that “despite the 

fact that I was working full time, I did most of the indoor work. Saturday mornings was 

housecleaning, laundry etc. while my husband played golf.”
237

 So the majority of women who 

were employed were forced into a ‘double-day’.
238

  

Women developed coping strategies to deal with the double day, from regimenting their 

household, purchasing some domestic services (including hiring domestic staff, or sending out 

laundry), and lowering expectations. As one mother explained, “eventually, my kids had to wear 

some wrinkled clothes.”
239

 This set of problems was rarely acknowledged beyond the confines of 

women’s magazines like Chatelaine. Yet, the toll of the double day was universally felt by 

working women with families. As one woman noted it felt as though her life was driven by a 

race to some unknown: “run, run, run, as fast as you can – you can’t catch me… what makes us 

run? Stop the world I want to get off!”
240

 The overwhelming fatigue accumulated over years, and 

became an important facet of women’s calls for social support and policy for working women.  

The 1950s were a critical point in this women’s participation in the labour force. It was 

not simply a trough between two high points of employment, the first being the Second World 

War and the second Second Wave Feminism.
241

 Instead married women increasingly became a 
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permanent fixture of the Canadian economy.  Further, they entered new occupations that had 

opened in male dominated fields. However, combining mother work and wage work took its 

toll.
242

 Women had to negotiate many more obstacles than men. In this sense, the women of the 

1950s were certainly neither blind nor complacent to the struggles they faced; instead they were 

acutely aware of their situation. Yet, they persevered. The next chapter will examine why women 

endured these challenges, and what drove them to enter the workforce in unprecedented 

numbers.  
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Chapter IV:  Great Expectations – Why Women Worked in Post-War Canada 

 

A wife or mother who sees an opportunity to 

 raise her family’s standard of living by becoming a wage-earner will find it irksome indeed 

 if this freedom of choice is denied her.
243

   

 

English-speaking Canadian women were motivated by a number of factors that pushed 

and pulled them into the workforce. Most married women entered the workforce out of economic 

necessity, and had very little choice in the decision to work or not, while others, better off 

married women, chose to enter the workforce for personal reasons. Ultimately, the cumulation of 

these circumstances, necessity or choice, resulted in the sustained growth of married women’s 

labour force participation. As society looked askance of working wives, little efforts were made 

to understand why they did so. However, these reasons are critical in understanding the female 

labour force’s changing composition. This chapter explores the factors that pushed or pulled 

women to enter the labour force in the post-war period. It examines the economic reasons that 

drove many women and the personal interest or ambition that encouraged others to work. 

Ultimately, this chapter demonstrates that women entered the labour force for a number of 

reasons despite the challenges that awaited them in the workplace.  

For many married women, employment was not a ‘choice’, as their households required a 

second income to achieve a decent standard of living. In a 1958 study conducted by the 

Department of Labour Women’s Bureau, 75% of married women cited ‘economic motives’ as 

the reason for their employment.
244

 As one young mother explained, “you were supposed to be 

married, stay married and have your husband bring home the bacon. But that didn’t work out… I 
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started to work because I had to.”
245

 Most married women indicated it was a “financial matter” 

rather and a ‘social’ or ‘personal’ decision.
246

 Consequently, the desirability of working as a wife 

or mother was irrelevant to many women, and the debates as to whether they should work 

became irrelevant as well. While society may have preferred that wives not work, without their 

second income many couples could not afford proper housing, education, and other 

necessities.
247

  

A husband’s occupation had the greatest influence on married women’s participation in 

the workforce. Paul Douglas, in his pioneering study The Theory of Wages (1934), demonstrated 

strong and inverse relationship between male income and married women labour participation. 

He concludes the greater the husband’s income, the less likely his wife works.
 248

  A number of 

labour studies, including those by Sylvia Ostry (1968), Byron Spencer and Dennis Featherstone 

(1970), and Alice Nakamura et al. (1979), confirm this relationship for post-war Canada. Each 

study concludes that a husband’s income was the primary determinant (even more than the 

number of children) for families with a single income of under approximately $8 500.
249

 A 

woman’s husband’s occupation would also influence when and even where she would work. As 

one working wife glibly recalls, “my husband’s occupation was the determining factor […] any 

jobs I had after marriage were simply found along his route from home to work, so that he could 

                                                 
245

 LAC, Jean Bruce Interviews, tape R-8543, interview with Patricia M [1949-1954], 20 June 1991. 
246

 Canada. Department of Labour, Women’s Bureau, Survey of Married Women Working for Pay in Eight, 59; 

LAC, Jean Bruce Interviews, tape R-8543, interview with Heather M [1953-1957], 19 July 1991. 
247

 LAC, Jean Bruce Interviews, tape R-8543, interview with Monica K [1952-1959], 4 December 1989. 
248

 Paul H. Douglas, The Theory of Wages (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1934), 32. 
249

 Sylvia Ostry, The Female Worker in Canada (Ottawa: Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 1968), 22; Bryon and 

Spencer and Dennis Featherstone, Married Female Labour Force Participation: A Microstudy (Ottawa: 

Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 1970), 12; Alice Nakamura, Masao Nakamura and Dallas Cullen et al., 

Employment Earnings of Married Females, (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 1979), 33. 



Chapter IV: Great Expectations – Why Women Worked in Post-War Canada 

 
 

 

60 
 

drop me off and pick me up. Otherwise, how would I have been home on time to cook his 

dinner?”
250

  

Married women’s employment closely followed fluctuations in their husband’s income 

and level of household expenses. Wives’ earnings were particularly important for periods when 

the husbands’ income was lower than his permanent income or potential income.
251

 Among 

young couples starting out, many wives entered the workforce to help accumulate savings, which 

would help provide financial security in the years to come.
252

 According to Byron Spencer’s 

study of married women in the labour force, a wife typically took employment to supplement a 

husband’s income until her husband’s income “matured” and reached its potential.
253

 Women 

also worked when the family had debt or was likely to accrue some, a situation that temporarily 

rendered the single household income insufficient. By the end of the 1950s, household “debts” as 

a share of household income was approximately 60%.
254

 Short term debts, more than long term 

debts, pushed married women into the workforce to supplement the household income to meet 

heightened expenses, particularly among married women without children.
255

 Short-term debts 

were temporary increases to household debt for moderate amounts; these could include personal 
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loans, tuition and credit payments, or the purchase of appliances or expensive furnishing.
256

 

Fluctuations in household expenses and incomes resulted in temporary employment that moved 

women in and out of the work force. 

Above all, married women’s incomes were critical for families whose household income, 

less her wages, was under $1 999.
257

 In 1951, families with an annual income of $2 000 or less 

were considered low-income.
258

 In the same year the average national household income was 

approximately $3 500, and frequently, according to a study by the National Council of Welfare, 

half of these families would have been low income without the income of the wife.
259

 Among 

families with incomes of approximately $3 500, wives earned on average between $1 350 - $1 

450, which meant the husband’s income was barely sufficient to escape the low income 

category.
260

 The rising labour force participation of married women, as well as rising male 

wages, was crucial to the reduction in the number of low income households, and throughout the 

1950s, the proportion of low-income households fell from 42% to 27%.
261

 Additionally, wives’ 

incomes also made up a significant portion, approximately 30% - 50%, of the total household 
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income in households where a husband’s annual income was less than $5 000.
262

 These wages 

were critical to the economic wellbeing of low to middle class families. 

In these instances, getting a job was not truly a ‘choice’, but the only option to avoid a 

low standard of living. For many women, work was then a commitment to their family. As one 

woman indicated “we were there because we had to be there, because it takes two salaries to 

live.”
263

 By combining motherhood and marriage with employment, dual income couples 

achieved noticeably better lives for themselves and their children. When popular press, 

government policy, and even historical scholarship discuss their employment in terms of 

‘choice’, the economic reality that compelled women to work is frequently overlooked or 

minimized. 

Married women’s economic reasons for working were not limited to meeting a basic 

standard of living. Even among families that could be supported by the husband’s income, the 

wife’s income was understood as the difference between mere survival and the comfort of a 

better life.  In his study of socio-economic classes in Canada, John Porter had found that by 

1959, a family’s income had to be approximately $8 000 to secure a ‘middle class’ standard of 

living.
264

 Yet, a single ‘bread winner’ income typically ranged between $3 000 and $4 999, and 

the middle class standard of living that many sought was frequently unobtainable without a 

second income.
265

 Many women were forthright about their dreams for economic advancement, 
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not just making do – as they had done for so many years before.
266

 In 1961, a married women’s 

income increased the average family earnings by 30%, raising the average Canadian household 

earnings to $5 800.
267

 Porter’s ideal middle class income was out of reach for many even with 

two incomes, yet these Canadian families were nevertheless demonstrably better off with these 

two incomes.
268

 By 1961, between 25% and 33% of Canadian families earned enough annually 

to be considered middle class according to Porter.
269

 Two out of three of those were ‘dual 

income’ families. Households straddling the low- and middle-class boundary were also 

comprised primarily of dual income households.
270

 Consequently, families that relied on a “bread 

winner” model were frequently found at the two ends of the income spectrum, among the poorest 

and richest of Canadians (see Appendix 6).
271

  

While social commentators expressed concerns about the growing materialism of the 

middle class, couples who had lived through the deprivations of depression and war sought better 

quality of life for themselves and their children. The women coming of working age in 1951 

were those born between 1927 and 1936, and nearly half of them entered the workforce.
272

 For 

married women, work was an “opportunity to raise her family’s standard of living by becoming a 

wage-earner.”
273

 In particular, working women hoped to provide greater opportunities for their 
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children. As one mother indicated: “If they [her children] were to have an education, then I had 

to work.”
274

 The desire to provide better opportunities for her children frequently conflicted with 

common belief that to adequately raise children women had to stay at home.
275

 Although there 

were conflicting opinions on the effect of wage work on woman’s ability to mother, many saw 

their employment ultimately as beneficial to their children. Consequently, women came up with 

a variety of strategies and rationales as to how their labour would not threaten their ability to 

parent. One woman writing to Chatelaine rationalized her intention to work as:  

You may work for a while after marriage but when the babies arrive, he'll want you at 

home […] On the other hand, many of my friends in their forties are now taking jobs to 

help with the college fees. I'll probably do the same. By the late teens my sons' characters 

have been formed.
276

   

 

The expenses of raising children became a primary economic motivation for women in the post-

war period. As more children’s toys and clothing became increasingly available, and education 

lengthened, married women were committed to ensuring their children had what they had not 

had, even if that meant challenging social norms to work.
277

  

Throughout the 1950s, standards of living improved for a broad range of Canadians as 

incomes rose, the range of consumer goods widened, and their prices dropped. However, the 

majority of families could not afford many of them on a single income.
 278

 Families with working 

wives could afford some of the visible manifestations of middle class-ness: notably better 
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housing, cars, appliances, and better-quality clothing.
279

 The ability to purchase these items 

further facilitated married women’s continued employment. New appliances, especially washing 

machines, electrical refrigerators, and vacuum-cleaners, reduced the amount of time spent doing 

domestic work. For these women, outside work became increasingly feasible and interesting for 

daily enjoyment.
280

 Many married women wrote to Chatelaine and Maclean’s to argue that with 

these new appliances, housework had become part-time work.
281

 Yet, work and housework 

remained daunting for low income women as they could not afford many of these appliances. 

Consequently, low income women working out of economic necessity frequently did not have 

the tools to cope with a double day, while middle class working women were able to purchase 

the appliances that facilitated their employment.
282

 Moreover, middle-class families could also 

typically hire help, such as maids or laundresses, who could do the heavy cleaning in the home 

while the wives worked.  

Married women often cited economic need as the primary motivation for their 

participation in the labour force, largely due to the greater social acceptance of working out of 

economic need than personal pursuit.
283

 Married women typically had to justify their 

employment, and many – including married women themselves – were critical of working 

mothers. One former housewife explained that she and others in her community “saw working 

mothers as selfish – putting themselves ahead of the children they brought into this world.”
284

 

Unless their wages were required to make ends meet, then working mothers were frequently 
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criticized. One working wife and mother described the scrutiny she faced in the workplace for 

returning to work after her first child, stating that her experience was “heightened by the fact that 

one of the women in my department took it upon herself to lecture me while in front of the staff 

about leaving my son at home while I went back to work.” She added that “I always resented the 

invasion of what was, to my husband and I, a joint decision that I go back to work for a while to 

help out with finances.”
285

 Consequently, women describing their reasons why they worked may 

have overstressed economic necessity in order to be spared from social judgement. 

Many wives continued to work long after their husbands’ wages alone could allow the 

families to live comfortably. According to Sylvia Ostry’s study of women’s participation rates 

between 1950 and 1960s, married women with young children appeared more likely to stop 

working when their husband’s income reached a comfortable level (Ostry suggests this was 

approximately $6 000) (see Appendix 7).
286

 This pattern suggests that young mother’s primary 

motivation for working remained economic. However, this pattern is less salient for women 

without children or women with older children (6 and older). Instead, women continued to work 

even as their spouses’ income reached a ‘comfortable’ level.
287

 Nearly half of the wives without 

children who worked were married to husband whose income was over $8 000, and another 

quarter with children over six also worked.  This indicates that they were influenced by non-

economic factors to seek work. The growing number of working wives, whose households did 

not require a second income, marked a change in married women’s labour patterns in the post-

war period. Teasing out their motivations can be difficult due to the general social disapproval of 
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married women’s work, particularly when not for economic necessity. Nevertheless, women 

have identified a variety of factors that drove them to work. 

Education was an important factor in influencing married women’s participation in the 

labour force. Throughout the war and post-war period, a greater number of women enrolled in 

training and secondary education.
288

 By 1961, the number of women who had completed high 

school increased by 33%, and the number of women with a university degree had nearly 

doubled.
289

 Just under one half of married women with a high school education or greater entered 

the work force.
290

  According to various labour studies, the more education a woman had, the 

greater likelihood that she would enter the workforce after marriage.
291

 Over half of married 

women who had attended university went on to participate in the workforce.
292

 Women who had 

obtained a post-secondary education were understandably reluctant to waste it and abandon work 

upon their marriage.
293

 Consequently, there was a strong correlation between labour force 

participation and education. Most women interviewed stated that they enjoyed the intellectual 

stimulation, and women argued that they “wanted to keep up with the times, things were 

changing in the profession, and didn’t want to get left behind.”
294

 Additionally, women 

expressed a level of professional pride to explain why they continued working outside of the 
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home.
295

 This was particularly true of women who worked in professional jobs. For example, a 

young wife and teacher remarked that she “taught for the fulfillment, not the money.”
296

  

Pride and independence were not limited to white collar or professional jobs either, nor 

were they the only pull factors for employment. Developing a community and companionship 

were considerable pull factors for working women. Although many women described their 

experience living in the suburbia fondly, some felt incredibly isolated from the outside world. 

Veronica Strong-Boag explored in depth the effect of the “Suburban Experiment” on 

housewives.
297

 She reveals that by and large many women liked living in the suburbs, as they 

were able to develop meaningful connections and interests within their communities. But she 

also found that there were a number of women who yearned for lives that offered them “more 

contact with the wider world.”
298

 Though their lives could be filled with caring for their 

husbands, children, and the house – the process was often quite lonely.
299

 Husbands were gone 

for most of the day, as were children when they reached school age.
300

 Suburban women sought 

employment (part-time or full-time work) to alleviate some of the loneliness they felt.
301

 

Through employment, women could build networks of friend and acquaintances independently 

of their husbands and children, which helped assuage the restlessness they were feeling in the 

suburbs. 
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Working women also noted the importance of personal satisfaction and esteem they 

experienced in the working world.
302

 Many young wives and mothers knew the freedom and 

satisfaction employment could potential bring, despite the double day, especially if they had seen 

their mothers work.
303

 Frequently, working women wrote editorials to Chatelaine explaining the 

liberating nature of leaving the home to work. They described how work had improved their 

lives, which in turn improved the lives of their husbands and children.
304

 Some women just 

preferred the satisfaction of providing for their family.
305

 The considerable improvement to their 

family’s budget caused a sense of pride among many working women. For many women, 

developing an individual identity or deriving personal satisfaction outside of the home did not 

necessarily take away from their responsibilities as a mother or the satisfaction motherhood 

brought. As one mother described in an interview, “I left work a number of times, but always 

came back. I loved the girls, and I loved the independence.”
306

 The community of the workplace 

and the pursuit of one’s own ambitions meant a great deal to women, providing a sense of 

positive identity.
307

 As a consequence, women increasingly combined working and domestic 

identities. 

Increased demands for workers in the private and public sectors pulled women into the 

workforce; at the same time, economic need encouraged some women’s search for wage work. 
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The desire to reach financial security drove many married women in the post-war period into the 

workforce, whether it was to afford basic necessities, to make do in rough patches, or to acquire 

the comfort of a middle-class lifestyle; and some married women who were comfortably in the 

middle-class worked for non-economic reasons. Although the ‘middle-class’ tends to be treated 

as an undifferentiated mass, with common aspirations, morals, and norms; the many aspirations 

and motivations among working married middle-class women working in this period 

demonstrates the multiplicity of their needs, desires, and experiences.  

Working mothers entered the workforce first, for economic necessity; second, for a desire 

to improve the quality of life for their family; and, third, for their own needs and even satisfy 

their personal ambitions. As they were well aware that they were frequently viewed with 

suspicion many women stressed economic security and advancement for their families when 

discussing their participation in the labour force.
308

 It was primarily the knowledge that their 

income was needed by the family which gave working mothers the fortitude to enter the 

workforce and face the challenges posed by unsympathetic social attitudes and government 

policy. However, throughout the decade women began to express/articulate their interest in 

working out of personal interest and ambition. Although there were clear economic benefits to 

work, married women also cited happier, healthier families and homes as a reason for their 

labour. They also argued that work made them happier and healthier themselves. It was this type 

of growing discourse that sparked debate among social commentators. The next chapter 

examines how media, academics, and government officials reacted to the growing trends in 

women’s labour and the increased interest of married women in seeking employment. 
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Chapter V: Portrait of a Lady – Government, Academic, and Public Reactions to 

Working Wives  

 

The woman’s place is no longer in the home, 

and the Canadian home is no longer what it used to be.
309

 

 

Increased married women labour force participation challenged the norms promoted by 

government policy, academic and popular social scientists, and media outlets. Following the war, 

policy makers and the popular press supported a return to traditional norms, hoping this would 

secure economic and domestic stability.
310

 Post-war North American academic social sciences 

also prescribed traditional gender and family roles. Consequently, married women encountered a 

number of prescriptions that enjoined them to remain at home, and working wives experienced 

growing tension between norms and experience. Married women’s increased labour force 

participation directly challenged common perceptions that underpinned the government’s 

restrictive policies.  This chapter will explore the social commentator’s reactions, including 

government officials, academic social scientists, and the popular press. It will demonstrate that 

their prescriptions were utterly divorced from the reality of many working wives, and failed to 

acknowledge the factors pushing and pulling them into the workforce. 

Wage-earning wives and mothers were not a new phenomenon, and their numbers had 

gradually grown since the turn of the twentieth century, particularly among immigrant, low 

income, or women of colour.
311

 What was ‘new’ was the influx of white, middle-class women 

into the workforce. The discourse regarding working wives displayed a strong middle-class bias. 
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As acknowledged by the Canadian Home and School and Parent-Teacher Federation, in a study 

on the “problem” of working women: “we recognize that this work probably represents a middle-

class point of view, a middle-class morality… but it should be emphasized that this middle-class 

morality is the great stabilizing force in our society.”
312

 Those who commented on the 

desirability of working wives limited their discussions to these middle class women, and their 

search for a stabilizing middle class norm only took into account the perceived needs, challenges, 

and options of this narrow demographic group.  

After the veterans had been re-integrated into the civilian workforce, the potential ‘threat’ 

of married women’s employment had diminished. Moreover, the growing labour need of the 

expanding service and clerical sectors could only be satisfied if married women joined the 

workforce.
313

 This new reality was incompatible with policies that restricted married women 

from working. Throughout the 1950s, the laws were changed to adjust to the reality of women’s 

work.
314

 The federal civil service repeal of the marriage bar in 1955 was one such critical 

change. It marked the beginning of the repeal of the marriage bar in various sectors, including 

railway companies, teaching, and communication companies.
315

 Politicians and managers 

decided that a woman’s decision to work should be between her and her husband, and there was 
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no need to legislate the matter.
316

 According to a memorandum on the subject, “the fact of 

marriage should not be used for denying a woman freedom of choice.”
317

 In addition to the end 

of the marriage bar, policy makers introduced a number of key modifications to policy including 

the fair remuneration acts and the removal of specific regulations targeting married women in the 

unemployment insurances act (both of which will be explored in greater detail in Chapter VI). 

Changes to government policy, like the removal of the marriage bar, allowed more women to 

enter the labour force.
318

  

While changes to certain policies indicated greater acceptance of working wives, 

prejudicial attitudes remained.
319

 Policy makers remained skeptical of married women’s decision 

to work and disapproved non-economic motives for their decision.
320

 Officials argued that in lieu 

of a marriage bar, an “economic necessity” test should be applied to married women seeking 

employment.
321

 But pretending the growing trend of working married women was exclusively a 

product of economic necessity reduced their work to a temporary or a supplementary source of 

income only acceptable in certain economic situations.
322

 The greater acceptance of married 

women in the workforce remained limited to Department of Labour officials; traditional views of 
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women as homemakers did not change among other government agencies.
323

 Policy makers only 

accepted married women’s participation in the labour force insofar as there was an unmet 

demand for female labour. Policy changes were limited to those that affected married women 

trying to enter specific fields where there were labour deficits. They did not implement programs 

to support their employment in general, such as child-care subsidies or paid maternity leave. 

Remaining prejudice and lack of legislative support for married women meant government 

policies were not meeting the needs of married women
 324

 

 Government policy was buttressed by social scientist’s recommendations for a return to 

traditional gender roles. Following the war, professionals from all fields including social 

scientists, psychologists, and physicians promoted traditional gender norms as a way to achieve a 

stable post-war society. The war had challenged customary gender norms. Consequently, social 

scientists’ discourse shored up traditional attitudes towards gender, which threatened to shift 

following the Second World War.
325

  They encouraged a ‘separate sphere’ ideology, which 

claimed women naturally belonged in the private realm and men were naturally suited for the 

public realm.
326

 Among others, this ideology would minimize conflicts between returning 

servicemen and women who had held wartime positions.  
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Social scientists and psychologists told women that they had to be good wives and mothers to 

occupy their proper place in post-war life.
327

 They argued that their domestic responsibilities 

were just as challenging, and thus as valuable as men’s work.
328

 As one Toronto psychiatrist 

observed, “Today we think of marriage as a partnership of equals.”
329

 The sexual division of 

labour stressed women’s unique qualities as house keepers, consumption managers, and 

parents.
330

 Women were considered irreplaceable in the home, and thus could not spend time 

outside of it like their husbands. According to Ashley Montague’s best seller The Natural 

Superiority of Women (1953), women’s special biological role as mothers meant “they must play 

a more basic role in the growth and development of their children.”
331

 Accordingly, wives and 

husbands had different responsibilities in marriage, which limited women to certain spaces and 

legitimatized men's domination in others: “the husband will dominate in certain fields, such as 

the handling of family’s finances while the wife will dominate in the handling of children… they 

must assign spheres of influence to each other if this modern concept of partnership is going to 

work.”
332

 While husbands spent most of their time in workplaces dominated by “rationality, 

impersonality, and self-interest”, women raised children guided by “love, sharing, and 
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cooperation.”
333

 Women were encouraged to treat their domestic responsibilities as full-time 

work.
334

  

The construction of women as full-time homemakers by post war academic social scientists 

was at odds with reality.
335

 Despite “experts” insistence on married women’s exclusive 

investment in housewifery and motherhood, a growing number of women were working outside 

the home.
336

 Facing this trend, social scientists and psychologists warned of the potential effects 

of working women on society. They raised two main concerns with married women working, the 

first being a disruption to married couples’ relationships due to undermined gender roles, and the 

second the risk to their children’s wellbeing. The success of the “partner” based marriage was 

dependent on the satisfaction of both husbands’ and wives’ psychological needs and fulfillment 

of their gender appropriate responsibilities.
337

 When one partner failed to fulfil his/her 

responsibilities, the needs of the other partner were not met. Montreal psychiatrist, Dr. Alastair 

MacLeod, described the consequences to readers of Chatelaine:  

Father no longer has opportunities for pursuing aggressive competitive goals openly at 

work. Some of his basic masculine needs remain unmet. Mother no longer feels she has a 

real man for a husband and becomes openly aggressive and competitive herself, even 

moving out of the home into industry in her efforts to restore the biological balance. 

Faced with an increasingly discontented and dominating wife, father becomes even more 

passive and retiring ... certain trends [the rise of working wives] in modernity are 

theoretically capable of disturbing the biological harmony of family organization. The 

resulting disharmony can lead to psychological and psychosomatic illnesses.
338
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Psychologists were blunt in their condemnation of women who refused the idealized middle 

class feminine role.
339

 As psychologist Lee Travis argued, “the man wants a partner in marriage, 

not a competitor. The woman in her fight for the rights has put herself too much in a competing 

position. She has tried to turn man [sic] instead of remaining woman. A man does not want to 

marry another man.”
340

 Wives entering the workforce led to the husbands’ loss of identity and 

dominance in his relationship, workplace, and family.
341

 Ashley Montague warned that “a wife's 

wages might endanger the very core of the fragile male personality.”
342

 Ultimately, their work 

was a disruption to the gender roles that were the bedrock of the modern marriage. 

Psychologists and social scientists were also concerned about the effect of working women 

on their children’s mental health and on juvenile delinquency.
343

 Throughout the 1950s, studies 

of children repeatedly concluded that issues of moral laxity, delinquency, or behavioral problems 

were caused by the inadequacies of the mother.
344

 Absent mothers, who were working, 

substantially increased the risk of these issues.
345

 A woman’s presence was critical to the well-

being of younger children, as they were responsible for shaping children into “good citizens” 
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with healthy minds.
346

 Accordingly, their absence could result in a number of behavioral issues 

that would stunt their children’s development.
347

 Older children could be starved of their 

childhoods, critical for the development of healthy adults, as working mothers led to greater 

household responsibility for the children.
348

 Moreover, older children could get into trouble 

without their supervision.
349

 Either way, mothers’ work fit uncomfortably with the preferred 

gender norms that demanded that women were dedicated entirely to their children.  

However, this insistence on motherhood and housewifery paralleled concurrent concerns 

about “over-mothering”; the notion that mothers were increasingly smothering their sons, which 

ultimately produce ineffectual and effeminate boys.
350

  Benjamin Spock’s influential book Baby 

and Childcare warned mothers not to allow children to become too dependent, from being overly 

affectionate or overly nagging.
351

 Canadian family psychologist Samuel Laycock explained that 

a mother was “fundamentally interested in her children because of what she gets from in shape of 

dependence and affections.”
352

 Consequently, women discontent as housewives and mothers 

were detrimental to their families, as “women are frustrated themselves,” so they “frustrate their 
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children.”
353

 In these instances, academic professionals suggested that a housewife should find 

ways to overcome her unhappiness and “develop other interest to round out her life, [which] 

enable her to feel that her own activities are important and as an individual she has value.”
354

 

Yet, this solution still kept her within her private sphere; dissatisfied women were not 

encouraged to work.
355

  

Throughout the 1950s, working wives and the desirability of their employment was 

debated regularly in the mass media. Canadian periodicals including Chatelaine, Maclean’s, 

Saturday Night, and Star Weekly offered a variety of opinions on the subject, which serve as a 

useful indicator of Canadians’ opinions on married women’s work. The positions of editors 

writing for these widely distributed magazines were shaped simultaneously by what they though 

their readers expected and by the needs and interests of advertisers.
356

 These periodicals’ 

opinions on working wives can be evaluated in a number of different ways. The first is the 

number of articles focused on married women’s work in the magazine and second a qualitative 

analysis of the opinions or arguments for or against their work.
357

 

In general, feature articles and opinion pieces discussing married women’s work outside 

of the home rose from 4.2% in the pre-war period to 12.5% in the post-war period.
358

 These 

articles discussed a number of themes from training and work opportunities to the mal-effects of 
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their work on husbands and children. Magazines that catered to a mixed general audience, like 

Maclean’s discussed working wives very differently than magazines targeting a primarily male 

readership, including Saturday Night or Star Weekly, and differently than women’s periodicals 

like Chatelaine. Moreover, this debate also received varying degrees of attention depending on 

the type of audience the magazine held. Chatelaine published more articles discussing working 

wives than Maclean’s or Saturday Night and Star Weekly, in part because it was a women’s 

magazine, in part because it was willing to explore the existing counter-discourse.
359

 Moreover, 

Chatelaine discussed broader themes of married women’s work, including challenges in the 

workplace or struggles with a ‘double day’.  Conversely, Saturday Night and Star Weekly limited 

their discussion to the desirability of married women’s work.
360

 These latter periodicals rarely 

moved beyond asking “do married women really need to work?” or “should married women 

work?”
361

 The varying opinions offered in these magazines reveal how married women’s work 

was discussed, and expose the growing discrepancies between prescriptions about married 

women’s lives and their day-to-day reality. 

Academic professionals’ findings were frequently relayed by the popular press, and many 

often wrote for non-academic periodicals, including magazines and newspapers.
362

 Throughout 

the post-war period, their conclusions on the effects of working wives on marriage were used by 

the popular press to justify or support various sides of debate on the subject. The desirability of 

their employment was often framed in terms of its effect on the health of their marriage, the 

disruption to their household, and the well-being of their children. Star Weekly and Saturday 
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Night contributors disapproved of working wives, as it distracted them from their household 

responsibility and their husbands.
363

 Contributors argued that women could not possibly fulfil 

their obligations as wives mothers, and workers; as one contributor argued, a husband has a 

“right to have his wife’s undivided attention.”
364

 Moreover, contributors argued that women 

should not expect husbands to do housework.
365

 As one writer argued, “I don’t see how a job 

gives a woman a legitimate out on housekeeping. She still has the basic responsibility to run a 

home for the family.”
366

 His argument echoed professional social scientists’ discourse that doing 

so threatened male identity and dominance: “a man whittles himself to less of a man by 

consistently performing women’s work.”
367

 Other articles published in Star Weekly and Saturday 

Night confirmed this sentiment.
368

 Additionally, they expressed concerns about the disruption to 

gender roles. They feared the potential reversal of roles, which increased the risk of ineffectual 

men and pushy women.
369

 These concerns were frequently used to condemn married women’s 

employment.
370

 Should a wife work, opinion pieces warned, resentment and jealousy would 
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result from the competition between husband and wife.
371

 Ultimately, critics of married women’s 

work concluded that employment and marriage were not compatible.
372

 

Editors and contributors to Star Weekly and Saturday Night discussed the common 

dissatisfaction of housewives; however like academic social scientists, they argued that women 

were responsible for their own unhappiness.
373

 Articles like “Housewives are Self-Centered 

Bores” and “Cocktail Parties and Women Alcoholics” did not spare any criticism for 

housewives, yet were very clear that pursuing wage work would not solve their problems.
374

 In 

fact, they argued that seeking employment would only tire women more.
375

 Instead they 

suggested women should rearrange their daily duties in the home to make housewifery and 

motherhood more fulfilling.
376

  

 The Star Weekly and Saturday Night capture Canadian popular attitudes in the post-war 

period, particularly among white upper middle class males, who rarely had a need for 

supplemental incomes.
377

 The writers and editors of Saturday Night and Star Weekly belonged to 

this social class.
378

 Moreover, their readers were upper-middle class men (Saturday Night) or 

rural ones (Star Weekly).
379

 The discussions of working wives in these periodicals were then 
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limited to the impact on these men’s marriages and men’s responsibilities in the home.
380

 They 

thus argued in favour of traditional, sharply defined sex roles, which supported male led-

households and domestic women. Challenges to these attitudes were rarely published in Star 

Weekly and Saturday Night.
381

 Opinion pieces that were penned by women echoed the 

sentiments of regular contributors, and only a handful of articles throughout the 1950s were 

remotely sympathetic to a working wife.
382

 The debate, or lack thereof, offered in these 

periodicals over the desirability of working wives did not evolve much over the 1950s.
383

 

Ultimately, their limited discussion of married women’s employment contributed to the 

divergence between media prescriptions for middle class wives and their lives experiences.  

Periodicals such as Maclean’s that catered to a broader, more mixed audience than Star 

Weekly or Saturday Night offered a greater variety of perspectives on the subject. The bi-

monthly Maclean’s audience was more likely to include a dual income home than Star Weekly or 

Saturday Night.
384

 Its articles were more likely to acknowledge that wives worked, while still 

supporting the “middle class morality” popular among the social science experts.
385

 It is also 

worth noting that Maclean’s was owned by the same publication company as Chatelaine, and 
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their editors shared the same offices.
386

 The increased exposure to the women’s publication may 

have influenced Maclean’s willingness to publish more diverse articles regarding married 

women’s employment.
387

 

Throughout the 1950s, contributors to Maclean’s explored the question of married 

women’s work in greater depth and published feature articles/opinion pieces that both opposed 

and supported working wives.
388

 Articles and opinion pieces opposing married women’s work 

reiterated many of the concerns offered in periodicals like Star Weekly or Saturday Night, 

including risks of upsetting gender roles and adversely affecting the well-being of children.
389

 

However, the periodical also published a number of pieces that were more sympathetic to 

working wives.
390

 In 1951, Maclean’s ran a comparatively progressive feature article that 

questioned “Why Married Women Work,” which attempted to explain the rising trend of 

working wives.
391

 Author Sidney Kitz argued that women worked primarily out of economic 

necessity; however, husbands were frequently bitter and women exhausted.
392

 This article 

captured writers’ and editors’ general sentiments throughout the remainder of the decade.  

Though they rarely approved, Maclean’s contributors seemed to be more realistic about married 

women’s participation in the workforce. Their articles acknowledged the growing trends in 
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women’s work and discussed married women’s growing role as wage earners alongside mothers 

and wives; however, their tolerance remained similar to the Canadian Government’s: wives 

could work so long as this was economically needed and it did not detract from their 

responsibilities as mothers and children.
393

  

The growing proportion of wives working was better reflected in women’s magazines 

like Chatelaine. Throughout the decade, Chatelaine explored several different facets of women’s 

work, including the desirability of their employment, as well as a discussion of employment 

experiences and related challenges. Chatelaine was Canada’s most popular women’s general 

interest magazines, and by 1959, one in every three English speaking women in Canada read 

each issue of Chatelaine.
394

 Their issues regularly discussed the risks and benefits of married 

women’s work and typically approached the debate from a variety of angles not found in other 

general interest’s magazines.
395

 Even so, there was no consensus in its pages as to the desirability 

of a working wife.  

 Opponents to married women’s work in Star Weekly or Saturday Night condemned 

women for challenging standard gender roles by working. Chatelaine’s opponents on the other 

hand questioned the reality of their financial needs.
396

  In the pages of this magazine targeting 

middle-class women, opponents argued that their economic needs were unconvincing.
397

 

Furthermore, economic needs or advantages were rarely considered worth the risk to marital 

relationships or children. This was particularly true for women who were working for the 
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“frills”.
398

 Opponents argued that these women were too materialistic or inefficient household 

budgeters.
399

 As one Chatelaine contributor remarked: "Nuts, say I to working wife. She's a 

quitter and a Judas. She can't cope with a budget, nags her husband for things he can't afford, and 

hands her kids over to other people to raise. What of the gals who stay home and make do? There 

are still a few of us around.”
400

 Those contributors suggested that working wives ought to have 

made greater effort attempting to find more savvy and thrifty ways to run the home efficiently, 

instead of living outside of their means.
401

 As one writer argued: “Running a home efficiently, 

which is the wife’s responsibility; takes planning and energy, and while the mother is forced to 

be otherwise employed she has no time for plans and no energy to execute her home duties.”
402

 

Moreover, by choosing to work instead of challenging themselves at home, children and families 

suffered.
403

 

 Chatelaine contained feature articles and opinion pieces that were the most sympathetic, 

even supportive, of working wives.
404

 Those challenged critics who argued that working wives 

were greedy or too materialistic.
405

 Moreover, they argued that work did not detract from their 
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ability to parent or manage the home.
406

 As one supporter put it, “some of our healthiest and 

happiest children were raised in homes where both parents worked.... True, children need to feel 

that their home is not threatened, and that their parents love them, but there is no reason why 

they must get this reassurance 24 hours a day.”
407

 This was certainly true for women with 

children of school age.
408

 Chatelaine supporters offered rationale for their employment beyond 

“economic need or advantage”; throughout the 1950s many articles pointed to the personal 

satisfaction achieved from working outside of the home.
409

 In the face of “housewife fatigue” 

and “suburban isolation”, contributors to Chatelaine argued that reinvigorating their domestic 

life was not the solution to their ills; instead seeking employment outside of the home could offer 

greater happiness and mental health for women.
410

 As one contributor argued: “women must 

work at more than housekeeping to be happy within themselves and their lives today. Wives 

need a second job they enjoy to break monotony and loneliness.”
411

 Although Chatelaine did not 

have a set position on the desirability of married women’s work, it ran articles that both 

championed and criticized married women who worked. However, throughout the decade it 

participated in the debate more than other periodicals, and showcased a variety of opinions. 

 Beyond the desirability of work for wives, Chatelaine explored the challenges and 

opportunities married women  encountered in the workforce. At the outset of the decade, 

Chatelaine articles primarily discussed why women work, and whether or not they should work, 
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like their general periodical counterparts.
412

 However, as the decade progressed and more and 

more women worked, articles began discussing how women participated in the workforce, 

including articles like “What Every Young Woman Should Know About Offices” or “How to 

Dress for the Office” or “How to drive Your Boss Nuts” (an article discussing proper 

professional behaviour and good employee habits).
413

  In addition, Chatelaine increasingly 

published profiles of women in the work force, typically women in clerical or feminized 

positions, yet there was also a notable increase in profiles of women in business and finance 

positions (23.2% of profiles) by 1956.
414

 Moreover, during this period, editorials became 

increasingly vocal against the traditional preference for “women’s domestic duties” or “women 

as housewives”.
415

 Finally, towards the end of the decade, there were an increasing number of 

reports regarding women’s work experiences that resulted in a call for change and more services 

for working women.
416

 Though Chatelaine articles grew increasingly supportive of women’s 

labour, like other periodicals, they still debated the issues. Yet, the flow of opinion in these 

periodicals generally followed the trend in women’s employment rates.  

Unfortunately, the varied opinions explored in women’s periodicals like Chatelaine 

reached only women, and the issues they discussed were rarely acknowledged by men.
417

 

However as demonstrated by Valerie Korinek, Chatelaine is a key source to understand the post-
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war development of women’s consciousness. Further, despite the strong currents of gender 

conservatism and mother blaming in the popular press (including Chatelaine), a number of 

contributors challenged the entrenched beliefs about the employment of mothers (or married 

women).
418

 In the 1950s, very few commentators expressed preference for employment of 

married women over full-time homemaking, especially if children were involved. Nevertheless, 

they chipped away at the predominant beliefs that condemned employed mothers and pitied their 

children. Thus, the development of a counter discourse was vital to greater opposition to 

restrictive policies and prejudicial attitudes towards working wives.  

Throughout the 1950s, government officials, academic professionals, and the popular press 

debated the desirability and value of their employment. Critics primarily argued that their labour 

threatened the stability of families and the economy. However, this theoretical debate occurring 

amongst experts and the media failed to address the challenges that women were facing in their 

lives. As one woman remarked, “our legislators, predominantly male, fail to realize how hard the 

majority of women work to raise children, educate them, provide extras that are in no way 

luxuries, and ease the burden on the husband. Working mothers are helping provide the citizens 

of the future.”
419

 Ultimately the concerns of social commentators became increasingly divorced 

from married women’s lives.
420

 As one working mother indicated in an interview, the 

prescriptive norms touted in the popular press frequently frustrated her, as “they weren’t in touch 

with reality.”
421

 Consequently, working women negotiated the prescriptions through an 
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internalization process shaped by wartime experiences, family obligations, and economic 

necessity.
422

  

Facing these often conflicting discourses, women had to negotiate a path that benefited both 

themselves and their families.  The contradiction between the considerable pressure to fulfil their 

domestic roles and their increasing role as a worker complicated women’s identities in the home 

and in the workplace. Women working frequently felt uncertain about which part of their identity 

to embrace, the ‘wage worker’ or the ‘homemaker’.
423

 They negotiated gender, class, and 

cultural roles by drawing upon past experiences. Women relied on their war experiences, gender 

norms, and new counter-discourses to these norms; however, their specific circumstances and 

their families’ immediate needs played the greater role. In the end, it was this last factor that was 

the primary determinant in their relation to the labour force. Many women focused on how their 

employment was beneficial to their families. Women justified that their choice to work or not as 

an individual one, arguing it was above all their right to work if they chose to. As one woman 

writing to Chatelaine indicated: “this [deciding to work] is a pretty personal decision, which 

every woman who wants to work has to make on the basis of what is good for her family.”
424

  

Some mothers expressed regret or guilt for working, arguing that their kids “lost something 

along the way.”
425

 This sentiment was supported by the onslaught of material telling working 
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mothers their children would become juvenile delinquents if they worked.
426

 Other mothers 

pointed to the opposite, arguing it allowed them to be better mothers as it gave them 

independence and an identity outside of the home. They found that the latter allowed them to 

relate to their children and husbands better.
427

 One woman captures the common sentiment: “for 

me, and I can only speak for myself, I think a women who wants to work and is prepared to plan 

can end up being a better wife and mother because of the outside activities – not despite it.”
428

 

However, married women justifying their employment, and its benefits to their family, anchored 

their decision to their own individual circumstances.  

In the end, women ended up combining motherhood and work, for the most salient fact about 

women’s labour force participation in the 1950s was that it increased significantly over time.
429

  

Given the contradictory opinions regarding women at work, it seems understandable that women 

themselves had complex feelings about their own work lives. Policy makers’ and social 

commentators’ opinions evolved slowly, if at all. While some government departments’ policies 

indicated a greater tolerance for married women’s employment, others’ did not mirror this 

tolerance, and continued to endorse traditional norms. Similarly, Canadian magazines grew more 

tolerant to varying degrees. Throughout the 1950s, magazines that targeted male audiences not 

only offered a single point of view, but it did not change over time. Maclean’s began to explore 

married women’s work over the decade, but sympathy was only given in certain economic 

situations. Finally, Chatelaine explored married women’s work to a high degree in the post-war 

period, but there was no consensus as to what was best for women and their families. Ultimately, 
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wives decided what was best based on their own specific circumstances. The decision to 

combine work and motherhood then meant women had to reconcile the contradictory nature of 

the respective identities. As Veronica Strong-Boag has argued, married women saw themselves 

in a distorted mirror.
430

 However, the growing schism between the discourse regarding their lives 

and their day to day realities left women seeking greater acknowledgement and support for their 

employment. 
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Chapter VI: Pride & Prejudice – Women’s Organizing and Challenging Workplace and 

Social Problems 

 

The well-being of the home depends on the well-being of the union.
431

 

 

Married women, especially those with children, who entered the labour force, faced not 

only criticism, but covert and overt discrimination. However, as they became more numerous, 

they became less willing, and better able to push back. Like all working women, married ones 

dealt with their difficulties through individual accommodation, negotiation or resistance, but also 

through collective action as members of trade unions or professional organizations.  The tactics 

women selected were shaped by their individual circumstances and perceived options, all 

affected by class, race, marital status, and education.
432

 Women who did not have access to 

unions or women’s organizations could solve localized problems in the workplace, which in 

some cases had a broader impact on workplace practices. Individual action enabled women to 

develop coping strategies that minimized their problems while protecting them from potential 

retaliation from their employer.
433

Women working in industrial sectors, usually lower-middle 

and working class women, joined unions to improve conditions in specific workplaces and for 

women workers in general. Middle and upper-middle class women for their part joined 

professional organizations, which sought to improve women’s rights, including those in the 

workplace. This chapter examines how women challenged workplace problems and how their 

activity in the 1950s contributed to the incremental, yet fundamental changes regarding women’s 

workplace rights.  Ultimately, their organization and activity built a sturdy foundation for the 

1960s and 1970s women’s labour movements. 
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Women entering the labour force faced no shortage of challenges in the post-war period. 

Discriminatory government policies and social attitudes often made for unfair working 

conditions and prejudicial employment practices. These included but were not limited to: 

unequal pay, job segregation, sexual harassment, lack of paid breaks, and a lack of maternity or 

child care. Society’s preference for women as housewives and mothers, and the lack of sympathy 

for working women, particularly married women, meant there was very little social or political 

support for women seeking to alleviate these problems. Consequently, women were often left to 

face these challenges themselves, individually or collectively. Yet as Joy Parr has stated, for all 

the issues women faced, they viewed them as “challenges to surmount, not barriers.”
434

 As a 

result, the 1950s were a watershed moment as women called attention to problems borne out of 

the discrepancies between social norms and their working lives, and actively sought solutions to 

alleviate them.  

Married women, like all workers irrespective of age and sex, could and did seek individual 

solutions to their problems. Although collective activity through union and professional group 

membership has been given more attention by historians, individual and informal resistance 

played an important role in combatting inequalities, sexism, and discrimination.
435

 Though it is 

not always easy to track individual responses to workplace issues, they played an important role 

in the development of improved working conditions in the post-war period. Unions or 

professional groups did not address daily issues. Instead they sought to remedy broader labour 

ones, including wage levels, hours of work, workplace discipline, and employee benefits. Thus, 

women often combined broader collective action, with immediate individual responses to 
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address daily issues.
436

 At an individual level, women negotiated, and occasionally out-right 

rejected, discriminatory practices.
437

 Resistance in the form of “voting with one’s feet,” or 

leaving a job in search of one with better working conditions was a common form of individual 

resistance. It was a readily available remedy that allowed women to avoid specific workplace 

problems or indicate their discontent with the workplace conditions.
438

  

Women also negotiated with employers in an attempt to persuade them to improve 

unpleasant working conditions, including lack of washroom or coffee breaks.
439

 However in 

doing so, women could put their jobs at risk by speaking out against their employers. 

Consequently, women felt safer challenging employers when they had the backing of a formal 

organizations’, like a union or professional group.
440

 Even if women were not union or 

professional group members, they could challenge employers in solidarity with their members. 

For example, in an interview one woman describes how she navigated challenging workplace 

practices without directly disobeying her manager.
441

 When asked to report on women taking 

unapproved breaks, she entered the washroom with closed eyes and instructed her colleagues to 

exit before her departure. She then reported to her manager that she did not see anyone in the 

washroom. As her supervisor’s personal assistant, she did not feel comfortable disobeying her 

manager’s orders, but also sympathized with her colleague’s cause. Accordingly, she found a 
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strategy that minimized the risks of resisting. Many women dealt with grievances in a similar 

manner.
442

  

Individual responses such as this are hard to pin point, and it is even harder to find out what 

caused a woman’s dissatisfaction. However, when patterns of individual actions emerged, as 

when a workplace experienced a massive turnover, broader changes to workplace conditions 

could occur and we can observe the effects of individual actions to challenge workplace 

problems. Joan Sangster’s study of Westclox and General Electric (1995) demonstrates that large 

scale individual resistance had tangible effects on working conditions. When women kept 

resigning because of lack of washroom breaks, Westclox changed its practice to prevent further 

turnover.
443

 Although aggregate individual resistance only resulted in improvements in 

individual work places, it had an impact on the overall attitudes of employers. Moreover, 

employers were aware of other workplaces’ policies. If Westclox modified its washroom policy 

for women, then others, like General Electric, realized that theirs had better be acceptable too. 

Consequently, individual action to improve workplace conditions improved women’s daily work, 

but also could have an impact on attitudes outside of it.  

As women tended to be in specific industries and workplaces, they could construct strong 

support networks. These in turn provided a basis for collective resistance.
444

 Women put forward 

their own vision of good workplace conditions and wages, whether they participated in strikes or 

petitioned employers. Women usually had more success when they banded together to challenge 
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workplace problems than when acting individually.
445

 Consequently, women formed committees, 

which could be separate but affiliated with existing unions; both the United Electrical, Radio, 

and Machine Workers in Canada (UE) and United Steel Workers of America (USWA)  had 

women’s committees for local chapters, but such committees could also be organized within 

specific workplaces without union presence.
446

 Committees tackled issues plaguing working 

women, such as lack of child care, double days, and sexual harassment.
447

 The mutual support 

these committees offered was vital to the improvement of workplace conditions. One white-

collar worker stated her committee helped cultivate: “a bond between working women, and they 

did support one another.”
448

 These committees could act like early conscious raising groups that 

encouraged action against discriminatory social attitudes, policy, and practice.   

Following the War, more and more workplaces were unionized, and membership, including 

female membership in existing unions was increasing substantially.
449

 The largest unions at the 

time, which included the USWA and the UE, experienced a notable increase in female 

membership. By the mid-1950s, one quarter of UE members were female, and one third of these 

were married, many of them with children.
450

 By 1957, their numbers increased to half.
451
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Moreover, women’s participation in unions challenged middle-class gender norms, and promoted 

the emergence of assertive, class-conscious women fighting for their rights as workers and 

family contributors.
452

  

Female union member sought improved rights in the workplace, and improved standing 

among male union members within the union as well. Female unionists were aware that their 

interests frequently differed from, and occasionally conflicted, with men’s interests.
453

 

Consequently, male union members could ignore or outright squash attempts to improve 

women’s rights. In 1949, female unionists challenged UE district president, C.S. Jackson, for his 

regular belittling of female union members, his repeatedly expressed position that women were 

nothing more than nominal union members, and his regular condemnation of their usefulness in 

the union.   In a local meeting, one female union member remarked that the male members failed 

to do anything, but give Jackson a “slap on the wrist” for failing to support fellow members.
454

 

Similarly, the UE’s local 524 district 1950 report failed to include any of the issues brought 

forward by female unionists throughout the year, nor did it include any of the concerns brought 

forward from the 1949 women’s conference.
455
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Female unionists had to actively involve male unionists when advocating for women’s rights. 

Alice Kessler-Harris has argued that in the US, unionized women “simultaneously lived within 

oppressive systems and found ways to search for the elusive goal of equality… [taking] 

advantage of unique moments to make incremental gains in their positions.”
456

 To do so they 

wove gender equality into class unity and workers’ rights definitions, arguing that: “the struggle 

of injustice and inequality as they immediately affect women… cannot be regarded as being for 

the special benefit of women but must be understood for what it is — a struggle to strengthen the 

position of workers as a whole.”
457

  Canadian women followed the same blueprint. 

Women pushed their own issues and concerns, and refused to uncritically accept the 

priorities dictated by men.
 458

 In a 1954 UE conference, Evelyn Armstrong, a prominent voice for 

women’s issues in the union, encouraged women to voice their issues, reminding them that “too 

long we have been sitting back and letting men do our thinking.”
459

 Throughout the 1950s, 

female unionist fought for equal pay, seniority rights, maternity rights and leave (at the level of 

their workplace), clean washrooms, and protection against sexual harassment. As more female 

workers joined the unions, these issues were eventually taken up by male union members as 

well.
460

 Although male and female unionists typically understood the problem differently, they 

often endorsed the same principle. For example, male unionists supported equal pay because 

unequal pay  was not only a form of employers’ abuse, but also because equal pay protected their 
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own interests. If women were paid like men, employers had no incentive to hire them instead of 

male worker. In 1953, a male unionist explained that he supported equal pay “for a very selfish 

reason – to protect our own rates.”
461

 By the end of the 1950s, male unionists with, few 

exceptions, condemned policies and practices that discriminated against their female colleagues, 

including pay discrimination, unfair job termination, and additional regulations to UI policy for 

married women. In 1955, the UE annual convention passed resolutions addressing specific 

women’s issues, denouncing Unemployment insurance discrimination against married women, 

calling for publically funded day care and nurseries, maternity leave, equal pay, and seniority 

rights irrespective of sex.
462

 Eventually, they began supporting policy that would help women 

gain more secure footing in workplaces, including seniority rights, maternity leave, and day care 

policy.  

Union members’ activity was limited to their workplaces and the unions to which they were 

members; they used collective bargaining, strikes, and labour committees to obtain change. They 

usually did not lobby the federal or provincial governments for legislative change like women’s 

organization members. However, female unionists and women’s organization members did 

collaborate to gain fundamental changes to women’s work place rights, as discussed later in this 

chapter.  

Women’s organizations were primarily formed by middle-class women in white collar or 

professional positions. The largest women’s organizations in the post-war period were the 

National Council of Women (NCWC), the Canadian Federation of Business and Professional 
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Women (BPW)
463

, the Federation of Women Teachers Association of Ontario, the Women’s 

Institutes, and the YWCAs. The first two were particularly active in the post-war period. The 

NCWC was an umbrella group regrouping a range of local affiliates.
464

 The BPW similarly 

federated women in a number of businesses and professions. These professional groups typically 

included employees working in clinics, schools, offices, or child/welfare services, but 

occasionally included lawyers, physicians, or accountants.
465

 The national organizations were 

almost always a federation of local affiliates, which had branches in various cities and towns or 

regional associations.
466

 They sought to improve women’s rights, including women’s rights in 

the workplace.  As they were not associated with specific workplaces, like unions were, they 

could not enact change in them, but they could obtain legislative changes that would improve 

woman workers’ lives in general.
467

  To do so, they worked with political parties, wrote to 

members of parliament or new outlets, and participated in committees or conferences to lobby 

for changes. Throughout the 1950s, they lobbied for and obtained a number of crucial changes to 

federal and provincial legislation that improved women’s rights in Canada, including the 

appointment of women to civil service commissions, the Senate, the Court of Referees (a quasi-

judicial court that handled UI claims), the women’s right to serve on juries, and equal pay 

legislation.
468
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Although women’s organization and union members drew members from different social 

classes and occupational sectors, they could seek to alleviate the same problems for working 

women, like pay inequity or discriminatory hiring practices, but did so in different ways.
469

 

Unionists used collective bargaining, petitions, appeals to labour boards, and occasionally strikes 

to obtain improved working conditions; on the other hand, women’s organizations lobbied 

politicians, raised public awareness, and participated in committees to obtain changes in attitudes 

and legislation regarding working women. Occasionally their approaches could conflict, but by 

and large their different approaches were more effective in broadening women’s rights than if 

they had worked alone. Women’s organization members and union members demonstrated a 

high level of political sophistication that contributed to the emergence of increasingly favorable 

social conditions for working women. 

 The following section of this chapter examines female union and women’s organization 

members’ activity in the post-war period to challenge discriminatory work place practices, 

government policy, and social attitudes. Married women faced discrimination on a number of 

levels, as women, as wives, and as  mothers. Throughout the 1950s, married women challenged  

discrimination on each level, and obtained critical changes that would serve as a solid foundation 

for more aggressive activity in the 1960s.
470

  

All women faced problems in the workforce, including ghettoization into women’s jobs, 

discrimination in terms of promotion and pay, sexual harassment, all sustained by a culture that 

deemed women, by nature less competent than men. Throughout the 1950s, women obtained key 

changes to policies that helped reduced some of this discrimination and inequity. Ontario’s 1951 
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Female Employees Fair Remuneration Act (FEFRA) became the first Canadian law requiring  

equal pay for equal work. The bill was proposed by the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation 

(CCF) party when Leslie Frost’s Conservatives were in power.  

Female unionists in both the USWA and the UE had pushed the discussion of pay equity in 

meetings from 1948 through the 1950s, and called for minimum wages for female employees.
471

 

Both male and female members supported pay equity to reduce the likelihood of employers 

hiring women instead of men.
472

 Consequently, union members lobbied for equal pay in contract 

negotiations, and collective agreements increasingly included equal pay clauses.
473

 In 1950, 

USWA union leaders supported the inclusion of pay equity in the Ontario Federation of Labour’s 

legislative proposals to the Ontario Government.
474

 Although the conservative government 

adopted pay equity regardless of race or ethnicity, they failed to adopt pay equity regardless of 

gender.
475

 In reaction, USWA continued to lobby alongside the Canadian Congress of Labour 

and Ontario’s Federation of Labour for pay equity. Further, they obtained pay equity in a number 

of collective bargaining agreements.
476

 

Women’s organizations also lobbied heavily for FEFRA when the CCF introduced the bill. 

Margaret Hyndman, a corporation tax lawyer and BPW member, sent letters entitled ‘Equal Pay 

for Equal Work’ on behalf of the BPW to urge women’s organizations to educate and promote 
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anti-discrimination employment laws.
477

 Her lobbying gained traction among public 

commentators. In the spring of 1951, the Globe and Mail, Financial Post, and the Ottawa Citizen 

published various editorials regarding pay equity for women, expressing support for a policy 

addressing sex discrimination.
478

 The stances taken in these editorials echoed Hyndman’s letters 

to Frost, particularly the economic benefits of equal pay.
479

 She argued that Frost could no longer 

deny the necessity of women’s employment, and that failure to take measures to “attract 

housewives into paid work” would hamper economic expansion.
480

 Within weeks following the 

publication of these articles, the Frost government introduced FEFRA. 

Although FEFRA only ensured equal pay for the same work, it led to a legal right to pay 

equity.  Women’s groups did not stop their advocacy when the bill was enacted; they continued 

to challenge other types of discrimination that led to pay inequity. Female unionist warned that 

the law left loopholes for employers to justify different pays for minute differences in work. As 

USWA delegate, Jean Vautour, stated: 

You could have a situation where for seven hours and fifty five minutes of an eight-hour 

day, a man and a woman worked beside each other on a machine, and turned out the 

same number of parts, and that sort of thing. But in the last five minutes or so, the man's 

job was to wheel away the truck load of finished parts, and the woman's job was to clean 

up the machine upon which they were working. […] This would allow him to 

discriminate against the woman. Yet I am sure that any reasonable person would say they 

were doing comparable work. From the labor of each, the employer was making equal 

profit but he would be under no obligation to pay them equal wages, because of that loop-

hole.
481
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Union and professional group members continued to fight for legislation that addressed the ways 

job segregation lowered women’s wages. According to Shirley Tillotson, FEFRA had a 

progressive educational effect, and served as a base for future efforts. She argued that the 

inclusion of pay equity among a human rights issue opened an opportunity for improved rights in 

the years that followed.
482

 Collaborative efforts by unionists, women’s organizations, and 

political parties led to FEFRA’s success.
483

 By the end of the decade, eight provinces and the 

federal government passed comparable legislation.
484

 

Married women faced even greater discrimination and inequity in the workforce than single 

women. The employers’ skepticism of married women’s commitment to the workforce justified 

promotion and pay discrimination. The cultural hostility towards working wives meant that 

married women were subject to greater employment restrictions. The federal government’s UI 

married women regulation (Regulation 5A) is a good example of the additional discrimination 

that married women face. Its challenge and elimination is also a good example of the way 

women fought this discrimination. As with FEFRA, unions worked alongside women’s 

organizations like the BPW and NCWC to end those discriminatory clauses in the UI 

regulations.
485

 

Union and women’s organization members opposed Regulation 5A as early as 1949. In 1950, 

UE District 524 delegate Ivy Riley spoke to the Canadian Congress of Labour, requesting they 
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oppose “any attempt to impose special qualifications on pensioners and married women.”
486

 The 

following year, Riley’s district union leader, Joe Spence, reiterated the recommendation, stating 

Regulation 5A was “discrimination and restrictive, calculated to work an injustice on married 

women.”
487

 In March 1951, the UE Women’s Conference submitted their recommendations to 

UE leadership, and these leaders brought this recommendation before the Canadian and Catholic 

Confederation of Labour (CCCL) and an Umpire (an impartial mediator of labour dispute).
488

 

Concurrently, Ellen Fairclough, a parliamentary spokesperson for women’s organizations stood 

before the House of Commons and urged that “this discrimination against women be 

eliminated.”
489

  Complaints were brought to the Court of Referees by labour representatives 

insisting that the regulation be repealed.
490

 The UE brought forward individual cases throughout 

1955 on behalf of women employees who had been denied UI, and once again urged the 

elimination of Regulation 5A.
491

 Eventually, female unionists’ campaign gained momentum 

across different workplaces and labour boards, including the Canadian Labour Congress.
492

  

Women’s organizations also advocated for the Regulation 5A’s removal, though as 

argued by Ann Porter, they were not as visible as female unionists.
493

 Nonetheless, the NCW and 

BPW lobbied for its removal requesting: “the UI Commission take [no more] action to protect 

the Unemployment Insurance Fund against unjust claims from married women than is taken with 
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any other category of claimant.”
494

 They argued that special qualifications should not apply to 

married women based on the presupposition that they had no intention of finding another job 

when laid off, yet claimed UI so they could buy vacuum cleaners or other luxuries.
495

 As in the 

case of FEFRA, women’s organizations sent a number of letters to the Minister of Labour and 

the Prime Minister requesting they eliminate the regulation.
496

 Finally in 1957, Regulation 5A 

was revoked. Labour Minister Michael Starr stated it was removed because it was unacceptable 

to continue discriminating against women because more and more wives worked.
497

 A 

memorandum summarizing UI benefits paid married women once the regulation was revoked 

showed that between 1957 and 1958 UI payments to married women had increased 80%.
498

 

Though barriers for married women’s work still persisted, the removal of Regulation 5A in the 

Canadian unemployment insurance scheme was a critical milestone.  

Finally, married women with children faced the greatest level of hostility and discrimination 

in the workforce. Not only were they subjected to the same discrimination as described above, 

they also lacked child care services and maternity leave, faced inflexible hours and extreme 

double days. Mother-specific problems like child care and maternity leave were the last problems 

addressed by government officials, unions, or women’s organizations. Consequently, no 

legislation was passed in the 1950s to alleviate these problems. Working mothers then had to 
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find solutions to their daily problems on their own. The most critical problem was the lack of 

full-time child care options. Women struggled to find suitable care for their children, which 

limited their availability and could impede their reliability. Though there were some government 

funded child care services, most working mothers could not use them. Each government level 

made it difficult for women to access these services. Their tactics included: shifting 

responsibilities for daycare to other levels of government; using legislated standards to close 

centres rather than improve services; using high eligibility requirements to limit access; and 

raising the services’ cost so high parents were unable to use them.
499

  

Gaining better access to child care services was critical for many working women. Women 

opposed those restrictions and sought improved child care services throughout the 1950s. 

Women’s organizations, including the NCW, Women’s Teachers Association, and the YWCA, 

protested the federal government’s day care service termination in 1946.
500

 They worked with 

Parent Associations in different cities to lobby municipal and provincial governments for 

continued government funding for child care throughout the post-war period. In 1951, Isabel 

Bevis, President of  Toronto’s Day Nurseries and Day Care Parents Association, addressed the 

Provincial Committee on Public Welfare, on behalf of a larger deputation of working mothers 

(including members of the Congress of Canadian Women, The Toronto Council of International 

Union, Housewives Consumers’ Association, and UE members) demanding that they lower the 

eligibility requirements for day care services. They argued that all working mothers, by right, 

were equally deserving and should be considered equally eligible to access those services.
501

 At 
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the 1952 UE convention, the question of establishing day nurseries for married women was 

raised by female unionists; moreover they argued that there should not be eligibility 

requirements that limited access.
502

 In 1955, the UE included in its annual resolutions a call for 

publically funded day care and nurseries, and for maternity leave at the female members’ 

recommendation from that year’s and preceding years’ annual women’s conference,.
503

 In 1956, 

representatives of the NCW and Canadian Congress of Women spoke at the Canadian 

Conference on Social Work in Canada, requesting the federal government to provide greater 

funding for child care facilities and services.
504

 Unfortunately, these efforts did not result in any 

improvements to public child care services.  

Although no federal or provincial public child care program was funded in the 1950s, women 

were able to benefit from locally improved child care. They were opened by private institutions 

or funded by “community chests”.
505

 More importantly, the development of a counter-discourse 

to the traditional perception of non-parental care meant there was a more solid base for future 

efforts. According to Susan Prentice, the failure to legislate improvements to child care services 

did not mark defeat, but instead introduced a ‘transformative demand’.
506

 In 1953, British 

Columbia’s Social Welfare Department acknowledged that the requests for day care from 

“children of mothers who did not need to work to supplement the family but who want to work 
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are increasing.”
507

 Further, they questioned: “While everyone agrees it is important for mothers 

to stay at home and that their most important job is to care for their children, should disapproval 

be shown about a mother going to work if good care for her children can be provided and she 

prefers it that way?”
508

 Those in favour of daycare service as a right for working women, as 

absolute equality did not address the fundamental problem of married women’s continued 

responsibility to the home. Consequently, supporters argued that a “balance” through child care 

and maternity leave was required to achieve greater equality in the workforce.
509

  

Women’s organizations, particularly the YWCA, campaigned for a greater understanding of 

working women.
510

 In response, the government formed the Women’s Bureau in the Department 

of Labour to look into issues pertaining to women’s employment. Their first inquiry was into the 

need for special services, specifically day care and maternity leave, for working women. In 1955, 

they reported that there was a strong demand for more child care facilities, and recommended the 

expansion of state funded child care services.
511

 The British Columbia Department of Social 

Welfare stated in 1956: “If it [married women’s employment] is to become a permanent part of 

Canadian culture that married women with young children are needed as part of the labour force, 

then a good day-care programme must be worked out for the care of these children.”
512

 In the 

following decade, the number of child care centres would double and the federal government 

resumed funding services. 
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Women continuously challenged barriers or potential barriers posed by government and 

organizations throughout the 1950s. Moreover, they were not placated by token changes, and 

instead continued to call for greater equity in pay and rights. As Judith Fingard explains, “their 

results were usually incremental and seldom dramatic but they could be innovative.”
513

 The 

reversal of state policies illustrated two important shifts: (1) women, through individual and 

collective activity, challenged the systemic discrimination they faced on a daily basis, which 

reflected a patriarchal mind set; (2) there was an increasing disconnection between these policies 

and the country’s labour needs, which could only be fulfilled by bringing more women in the 

labour force as during the war, but also between those policies and the economic needs of those 

women and their families. This discrepancy could no longer be ignored. The legislative changes 

that occurred during the 1950s were an important step forward. They were part of an incremental 

process that gained strength from an expanding number of female workers and their growing 

efforts to resolve the tensions between the prescriptions they encountered and their daily 

experiences.
514

 Furthermore, the shift throughout the decade meant that there was a stronger base 

upon which a later generation of women could launch a more holus-bolus initiative on behalf of 

gender equality.  
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CHAPTER VII: Conclusion 

 

Women are taking their places in all fields of skill and endeavor, 

and will continue to play an ever-increasing role 

in determining the direction of change.
515

 

 

Throughout the 1950s, married women entered the workforce in growing numbers, expanded 

their presence in a number of professional fields, and promoted individually and collectively 

gender consciousness.
516

 But at the same time, they were encouraged by society to remain at 

home as mothers and housewives. Criticism was levelled against married women’s work, which 

according to commentators led to a vast array of personal and social ills, ranging from family 

breakdown, male impotence, and juvenile delinquency.
517

 Nonetheless, in spite of the barrage of 

prescriptions encouraging traditional gender norms, married women, especially middle-class 

ones, became permanent members of the Canadian labour force. They negotiated the difference 

between social norms and their daily lives by becoming increasingly vocal about their right to 

work, the reasons they were working, and the challenges they faced in trying to do so. Their 

efforts resulted in noteworthy improvements to their immediate daily situation, as well as 

positive outcomes in their broader struggles.
518

 Ultimately, their activity in the immediate post-

war period confounds the widely accept view that during this time women tolerated 
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discriminatory social attitudes and policies.
519

 Instead, their activity formed a solid base upon 

which younger generations of women could build to obtain even greater rights and recognition in 

the workforce and society as a whole. 

Young women entering the workforce in the late 1950s and 1960s greatly benefited from the 

experience and precedent set by those who had been in the workforce for years. According to 

Joan Sangster, one cannot under estimate the influence that these women had in raising gender 

consciousness among new employees, and their eventual participation in the later feminist 

movements in the 1960s and 1970s.
520

 Alice Kessler-Harris argues the most important legacy of 

the 1950s was incremental changes to women’s work, which had long-term ‘radical 

consequences’ in the years to follow.
521

 Their growing participation in the labour force, and their 

advocacy for their rights once there, made a significance difference to married women’s social 

status in this period. In the years that followed, women’s labour movements obtained greater 

changes due to the fundamental rights and social acceptance that had been fought for and won by 

their predecessors.  

Accordingly, it is among the subsequent generation of daughters, raised by this post-war 

generation of working mothers, that those radical consequences are clearly evident. Daughters 

participating in the Second Wave Feminist movement in the mid-1960s and 1970s were not 

reacting their mothers’ lack of participation in the workforce or resistance to discriminatory 

policy and practice, as has been suggestion by certain historians; instead were a continuing their 
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struggle to a greater degree.
522

 Mother-daughter interviews conducted by Joan Sangster reveal 

the generational link between 1950s working wives and the labour movements of the 1960s and 

1970s.
523

 They also reveal the difference in perceptions of activism and feminism. She found that 

daughters described their mothers’ work as ‘pioneering’, ‘strong’, and ‘courageous’, while 

mothers simply considered their work to be a necessity for their families.
524

 Although they 

described their work as important to them and their families, they did not describe it as 

particularly ‘radical’ or ‘feminist’.
525

 Yet, Sangster concludes that both mothers’ and daughters’ 

considered married women's participation in the immediate post-war period had had a great 

influence on the daughters, and shaped their increasingly ‘radical” feminist views.
526

 The 

daughters’ decision to work outside the home, their occupational opportunities, and their ability 

to combine paid work with homemaking, depended more on family example than social 

norms.
527

  

The 1950s were a watershed moment for women’s ability of work, as a growing proportion 

of joined the labour force and their participation was increasingly accepted by policy makers and 

society at large. Individually and collectively women organized and negotiated the daily 

challenges of the workplace to ultimately gain incremental, yet noteworthy, improvements to 

their broader working rights. The importance of these women is frequently overlooked in the 
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historiography in favour of the more radical efforts of those who followed.
528

 It sets the efforts of 

1950s working wives between two high points, or waves, of women’s activism. However, 

instead of viewing the immediate post-war period as a trough, Joan Sangster has suggested to 

consider women’s participation in the labour force and struggle for greater equality in the 20
th

 

century as ‘streams’ that  were “ebbing and flowing in intensity, sometimes overlapping but 

embodying different – even oppositional actors, political ideas, and objectives.”
529

 

During the Second World War, the Canadian government promoted married women’s 

employment as a way to support the war effort, and endorsed a narrative that women could work 

and remain devoted mothers and housewives.
530

  Although the Canadian Government intended 

this situation to be temporary, necessitated by Canada’s war commitments, it had a profound 

effect on women and their aspirations for the post-war period. As the war ended, married women 

were eager to continue working for pay; however, the government sought to remove women, 

who were considered surplus, from the workforce to make room for returning soldiers. 

Additionally, government officials and social commentators alike encouraged traditional gender 

norms, specifically a male bread-winner family model, in which women were assuming domestic 

roles as housewives and mothers.  

Yet, the transformed Canadian economy society following the Second World War opened the 

door for expanded roles for women, particularly married women, in the labour force. Counter-
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cyclical spending by the government and increased domestic and foreign demand for Canadian 

goods led to the growth expansion of the Canadian economy.
531

 The number of working age men 

and single women were insufficient to meet labour demands, which meant married women could 

easily fill these openings in the labour force. Moreover, increased consumer spending strained 

family budgets, and couples found that a second income alleviated the pressures. Consequently, 

married women were willing to work so they could help support their families. Ultimately, the 

Second World War proved to be critical in reshaping post-war society in such a way that married 

women became a permanent fixture of the labour force.  

Married women re-entered the workforce in substantial numbers in the post-war period. Prior 

to the war, only one in twenty-five married women worked; by 1960, one in five, and they 

accounted for half of the female labour force.
532

 Married women’s participation in the labour 

force had risen slowly since the turn of the century; however, the noteworthy increase of middle-

class women entering the workforce was new in the post-war period.
533

 Patterns of married 

women’s employment reflected their enduring domestic responsibilities and they often worked in 

a “two-phase” work pattern. Like their single counterparts, they were channeled into retail and 

clerical work, and were often hired as part-time, casual, or seasonal employees. Throughout the 

1950s, married women were able to gain some vertical advancement, as they became managers 

or supervisors.
534

 By 1960 job ghettoization was weakening, and women had access to more 
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occupations beyond clerical and retail work.  However, the transitional patterns of their work 

meant married women’s work was often undervalued, and their workplace challenges ignored.  

Married women were driven to work by a combination of economic need and personal 

ambitions. Throughout the 1950s, many families relied on a second income to achieve even a 

basic standard of living.
535

 Moreover, many more families found that the second income 

provided for greater advantages for themselves and their children, even if they did not require it 

to survive.
536

 The number of women actually working out of economic necessity may have been 

inflated, as it was the only socially accepted reason married women could give for working.
537

 

But although the majority of women cited economic necessity as the reason for their 

employment, women also worked for a number of personal reasons and became more vocal 

about them throughout the decade.
 538

  The sense of identity and community gained from work 

outside of the often isolating suburbia was a strong incentive.
539

 Moreover, technological 

advances (like washers, vacuum cleaners, and electrical stoves/refrigerators) reduced the burden 
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of housework for many women.
540

 Women who had worked hard to achieve a secondary or 

higher education were also reluctant to not use it in the labour force. 
541

  

Married women who went to work during the post-war period did so for a variety of reasons, 

not all economic, and thus should not be homogenized into an undifferentiated mass. Further, 

“economic need” was no longer limited to acquiring the basic necessities of life. People who 

would have been very happy 50 years previously paying their rent, putting food on the table, and 

replacing their few pieces of clothing when they were no longer wearable now wanted to take 

part in the emerging consumption society.
542

 They gave priority to durable consumer goods (like 

appliances, cars, radio and record players) and building their children’s human capital (keep 

them longer in school).
543

 Although post-war Canadians were not spendthrift, they still needed 

more money than most men earned to acquire those goods.
544

 Consequently, married women 

were simultaneously pushed into the workforce in order to contribute to their household budgets 

for these consumer goods, while being pulled into an economy that was expanding, in no small 

part because of the growing demand for consumer goods. 

Middle-class women’s labour force participation was often discussed by social 

commentators. The federal government attempted to restrict their employment following the war 
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through a number of policies. However, as returning soldiers were re-integrated into the 

workforce, fears of high unemployment rates dissipated along with many of the reasons to 

prevent married women’s labour force participation.
545

 Moreover, shortages in labour meant that 

the government’s policies were no longer compatible with post-war realities. Soon the 

government policies restricting married women’s labour were replaced by more tolerant ones. 

Nevertheless, married women were still encouraged to remain at home as mothers and wives by 

academics and professionals. They encouraged a stereotypical ‘separate sphere’ ideology to 

prevent family tensions that could disrupt marriage and parent relationships.
546

 Expert opinions 

were often reiterated in the popular press. Media attention was drawn to the new trend of 

working wives, and the desirability of their employment was often debated., a variety of 

positions were offered in Canadian periodicals throughout the 1950s, shaped by each periodical 

and authors’ own set of ideas and perceptions.
547

 As a consequence, married women were subject 

to a number of prescriptions that rarely reflected their daily lives. Instead, the prescriptions 

became increasingly divorced from their realities, and the challenges of their employment were 

obscured.  

Nevertheless, married women negotiated the discrepancies between prescriptions and reality 

in order to call greater attention to their right to work and their rights within the workplace. 

Individually and collectively women challenged discriminatory policy and practice to ultimately 

obtain incremental improvements to their status in the workplace. By either locally challenging 
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unfair working conditions on an individual basis, or organizing in women’s groups or unions to 

lobby for pay equity and other rights, married women were actively challenging the 

discriminatory policies and attitudes of the post-war period. Ultimately, their efforts were critical 

in forming a foundation which women of the next generation could use to push for even greater 

rights and equity.  

The immediate post-war years were not a ‘trough’ between heightened periods of women’s 

activity.
 548

  Instead, they were a turning point for women’s workforce participation in Canada. 

The women’s labour movements and the ‘Second Wave Feminism’ movement of the 1960s and 

1970s were critical in facilitating improvements to women’s social, economic, and legal 

conditions that had been absent in the preceding decades.
549

 However, they were not reacting 

against the women of previous generation’s complacency; instead they were continuing their 

activity to a greater degree. Thus, the study of women’s, particularly married women’s paid work 

in the 1950s is a useful analytical thread to link the 1950s to later decades of change in women's 

lives. 

A crucial position of this thesis is that the examination of women’s paid work must be two-

fold: First, their experiences must be placed in the broader context of their non-waged work, 

their family lives, the dominant cultural definitions of femininity, and state policy; however, one 

must also understand how women perceived, experienced, and negotiated these elements. For the 

former only illuminates half of the story, the latter reveals the rest. More importantly, it can 

speak to incongruences between prescriptions frequently found in government or media sources, 

and the lived experiences or day to day realities uncovered in the women’s interpretations of 

their lives. 
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Although the ‘middle-class’ is a useful tool for analysis, it can be a homogenizing 

category. A second crucial conclusion of this thesis is that the post-war middle-class population 

was incredibly diverse. Married women in the middle class held a variety of views on the 

acceptability of married women’s employment. Chatelaine’s rich debates throughout the decade 

highlight the continued disagreement over married women’s work. Moreover, women entered 

the labour force for a variety of different reasons; some sought to help their families break into 

the middle class thanks to the second income; others sought to use the second income improve 

their families’ quality of life, and some – who comfortably fit into the middle class – sought 

work for other, non-economic, reasons, including finding a community, seeking intellectual 

stimulation, and gaining self-worth. Often their motivation was a combination of several of  

these reasons.  

This thesis has been shaped by a recent historiographical trend that has sought to 

reintegrate women’s experiences, as expressed in interviews, memoirs, diaries, and 

questionnaires, into the historical narrative. Scholars, like Iacovetta, have adopted this approach 

to give women who are not discussed in the popular press, legislative policy, or union and 

business records a voice.
550

 This thesis has explored the experience of a limited group of women: 

white, middle-class, English speaking women largely living in Ontario. These women, for all 

their hardships and challenges, were in a relatively privileged population –their race and socio-

economic class afforded them greater opportunities than women of colour or those in the lower 

class had access to.
551

 Though this thesis focusses on a narrow category of women, it nonetheless 
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demonstrates the vast discrepancies that can exist between prescriptions and daily experiences. If 

these discrepancies were prevalent for white, English speaking, middle-class women, then one 

can imagine the immense difference for women being marginalized and silenced by these 

sources.  

By contributing to a revision of the dominant narrative, this thesis has sought to offer 

broader understandings of women in the post-war labour force. By combining women’s 

experiences as told by women with more traditional sources including legislation, popular press, 

and institutional (including unions, businesses, and departmental) records, it has found that the 

1950s were a critical time for women’s labour force participation, traditionally overlooked in the 

historiography. However, there are limits to such revisionism. Like the women of the 1960s 

building from foundations established in the post-war period, this type of revisionism is in debt 

to its predecessors of the field, their arguments, understandings, and interpretations; moreover, 

revisionist approaches hope that topics – like women’s participation in the paid labour force – 

will continue to be examine and re-examined with vigor and diligence. Canadian women’s 

history, like other historical fields, is an exercise in continual rethinking and revisiting of 

dominant narratives and historiographical certainties. As historians, we may instinctually 

imagine teleological approaches, where insight builds onto insight, crafting an ever-more perfect 

understanding of the past. Instead, the story of women’s work experiences in Canada throughout 

the 1950s is neither simple nor linear; instead there existed a number of narratives and counter-

narratives, and a cautious revisionism, altering – but not completely abandoning – an interpretive 

emphasis on the political conservatism and recommended domesticity of the era by leveraging 

sources from women interpreting their own opportunities and experiences in the work. By doing 

so, this research can illuminate and enrich the social implications from the Second World War, 



Chapter VII: A Conclusion 
 

 

 

123 
 

family relations and dynamics in the post-war period, and the later development of women’s 

labour movements that would mark the 1960s and 1970s with broader dimension, greater subtle, 

and a clearer understanding. 
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Appendices: 

 

Appendix 1: Mrs Jack Wright Photo Series, 1944 

Figure 1 (a): “Mrs. Jack Wright and her sons Ralph and David eating breakfast at the 

table.”  

 

 
 

Source: Library and Archives Canada (LAC), R1196-14-7-E. Box RV4 165. Item No. WRM 

3854.  “Mrs. Jack Wright and her sons Ralph and David eating breakfast at the table.” National 

Film Board of Canada, Still Photography Division. Photographer Unknown. Toronto, Ontario. 
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Figure 1 (b): Mrs. Jack Wright and her two sons Ralph Wright and David Wright assist 

her with her shopping. 

 

 
 

Source: Library and Archives Canada (LAC), R1196-14-7-E. Box RV4 165. Item No. 

WRM 3851.  “Mrs. Jack Wright and her two sons Ralph Wright and David Wright assist 

her with her shopping.” National Film Board of Canada, Still Photography Division. 

Photographer Unknown. Toronto, Ontario. 
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Figure 1 (c): Mrs. Jack Wright and her two sons Ralph and David visit with a neighbor 

in the front of their house.  

 

 
 

Source: Library and Archives Canada (LAC), R1196-14-7-E. Box RV4 165. Item No. 

WRM 3846.  “Mrs. Jack Wright and her two sons Ralph and David visit with a neighbour 

in the front of their house.” National Film Board of Canada, Still Photography Division. 

Photographer Unknown. Toronto, Ontario.  
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Figure 1 (d): A Canadian mother, Mrs. Jack Wright says goodbye to her two sons Ralph Wright 

and David Wright whom she leaves at a Day Nursery while she works at a part-time job.   

 

 
 

Source: Library and Archives Canada (LAC), R1196-14-7-E. Box RV4 165. Item No. WRM 

3830.  “A Canadian mother, Mrs. Jack Wright says goodbye to her two sons Ralph Wright and 

David Wright whom she leaves at a Day Nursery while she works at a part-time job.” National 

Film Board of Canada, Still Photography Division. Photographer Unknown. Toronto, Ontario. 
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Figure 1 (e): Mrs. Jack Wright boards a bus on her way to work at a munitions factory.  

 

 
 

Source: Library and Archives Canada (LAC), R1196-14-7-E. Box RV4 165. Item No. WRM 

3850.  “Mrs. Jack Wright boards a bus on her way to work at a munitions factory.” National Film 

Board of Canada, Still Photography Division. Photographer Unknown. Toronto, Ontario. 
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Figure 1 (f): Mrs. Jack Wright reads her two sons Ralph and David a bed-time story.  

 

 
 

Source: Library and Archives Canada (LAC), R1196-14-7-E. Box RV4 165. Item No. WRM 

3853.  “Mrs. Jack Wright and her two sons Ralph Wright and David Wright assist her with her 

shopping.” National Film Board of Canada, Still Photography Division. Photographer Unknown. 

Toronto, Ontario. 
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Appendix 2: Responses to National Selective Service Survey on Post-War Plans, 1943 

 

Expectation WRCNS** CWAC RCAF-WD 

Withdraw from Employment 6% 17% 12% 

Seek future Employment 81% 72% 77% 

Uncertain of Plans 13% 11% 11% 

 

Source: LAC. RG 27, Vol. 744, file 12-14-16-12, “W. M. Taylor, Royal Canadian Air Force to 

Marion Graham,” March 29, 1946; LAC. RG 27, Vol. 744, file 12-14-16-12, “D. I. Royal, Lt. 

Col. Staff Officer, CWAC to Graham,” March 18, 1946; LAC. RG 27, Vol. 744, file 12-14-16-

12, “Adelaide Sinclair, Captain, WRCNS, Department of National Defence Naval Service to 

Graham,” March 23, 1946. 
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Appendix 3:  
 

Table 3 (a) Labour Force Participation of Women, 1943 to 1951 

 

Year Total Labour Force Total Participation Rate 

1943 1,355,000 32.8 

1944 1,387,000 33.1 

1945 1,394,000 32.7 

1946 1,089,000 25.0 

1947 1,069,000 24.1 

1948 1,074,000 23.8 

1949 1,099,000 24.0 

1950 1,077,000 24.2 

1951 1,164,000 24.8 

 

Source: KAH Buckley and MC Urquhart, Historical Statistics of Canada (Toronto: Macmillain, 

1965), 62. 
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Table 3 (b) Labour Force Participation of Women by Province, 1950 

 

% of Women in the Labour Force 

Province 1950 

Newfoundland
1
 14.3 

Prince Edward Island
2
 N/D 

Nova Scotia 14.7 

New Brunswick 18.4 

Quebec 28.8 

Ontario 21.3 

Manitoba 22.1 

Saskatchewan 11.5 

Alberta 13.7 

British Columbia  11.6 

  

 Notes: 

 1. Newfoundland data collected from Vol. I of the Fifteenth Census of 

Newfoundland, 1949, published by the Dominion Bureau of Statistics. 

2. PEI data was not included in the 1952/1953 Canada Yearbook 

 

 

Source: Canada. Dominion Bureau of Statistics. Canada Year Book, 1952-1953 (Ottawa: 

Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 1955), 655.  
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Appendix 4:  Labour Force Participation of Married Women, 1941 – 1961 

 

Year Married Single Other Married Women as a % of Total 

Women in Labour Force 

1941 4.5 47.2 17.3 12.7 

1951 11.2 58.3 19.3 30.0 

1961 22.0 54.1 22.9 49.8 

 

Source:  Byron Spencer and Dennis Featherstone, Married Female Labour Force Participation: 

A Micro Study (Ottawa: Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 1970): 10. 
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Appendix 5: Women’s Labour Force Participation, by Marital Status and Province, 1941 – 1961 

 

 

 
% Share 

Percentage Point 

Change 

Industry 1951 1961 

Total 100 100 

Agriculture 3.0 4.5 1.4 

Construction 0.5 0.7 0.1 

Education 8.3 9.3 1.0 

Energy / Transportation / Communication 4.6 4.0 -0.6 

Finance, insurance, and real estate 5.5 5.9 0.4 

Fishing and trapping 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Forestry 0.2 0.1 -0.1 

Government 4.7 5.5 0.8 

Health and welfare services 10.3 12.7 2.4 

Manufacturing 23.6 17.3 -6.3 

Mining 3.6 3.3 -0.3 

Other services 3.2 4.1 0.9 

Personal and recreational services 10.1 8.5 -1.6 

Retail & Hospitality 24.7 24.6 -0.1 

Unspecified 1.1 2.4 1.3 

 

Source: Table D8-85 Work force, by industrial category and sex, census years, 1911 to 1971 

(gainfully occupied 1911 to 1941, labour force 1951 to 1971) in Notes to Accompany Tables of 

Working Population by Industry and Occupation Group, R. Marvin McInnis, Queen's 

University.  
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Appendix 6: Percentage Share of Incomes of Families with and without Dual Incomes, 31 May 

1961 

 

Income Group Dual Incomes Single Incomes 

< $3,000 10.4 22.0 

$3,000-$4,999 24.9 33.1 

$5,000-$6,999 31.3 22.5 

$7,000-$9,999 24.0 13.0 

$10,000 9.5 9.4 

 

Source:  Byron Spencer and Dennis Featherstone, Married Female Labour Force Participation: 

A Micro Study (Ottawa: Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 1970): 14. 
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Appendix 7: Labour Force Participation, by Family Income and Number of Children, 1961 

 

 
Age of Wife and Number of 

Children Income of Husband 

      

15 - 24 Years <  $2,999 

$ 3,000 - 

$4,999 

$5,000 - 

$6,999 

$7,000 - 

$9,999 > $10,000 

One or more children under 6 15.2 14.1 9.7 6.4 N/D 

One or more children, none 

under 6 N/D 40.1 N.D N/D N/D 

No Children 49.3 58.8 59.1 51.6 42.8 

25 - 34 Years 

     One or more children under 6 16.0 13.7 9.5 5.4 5 

One or more children, none 

under 6 39.2 37.8 29.8 18.5 15.2 

No Children 57.5 61 62.5 51.7 36.9 

35 - 44 Years 

     One or more children under 6 14.8 12.4 9.3 6 5.2 

One or more children, none 

under 6 37.2 35.1 29.3 19.4 11.1 

No Children 50.3 50.9 49.5 40.7 27.4 

45 - 64 Years 

     One or more children under 6 13.5 10 8.5 6.9 4.9 

One or more children, none 

under 6 24.0 22.8 21.1 17.1 9.1 

No Children 29.5 27.3 23.3 17 11.7 

  

     Notes: 

     "N/D" indicates data provided less than 50 

observations. 

    In husband-wife families, living in urban, suburban, and rural non-farm homes, where 

husband is in the labour force. 

  

Source: Sylvia Ostry, The Female Worker in Canada (Ottawa: Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 

1968), 24.   
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Acronyms Used: 

 

CLC  Canadian Labour Congress 

CVT  Canadian Vocational Training 

CWAC  Canadian Women’s Army Corps  

FEFRA  Female Employees Fair Remuneration Act 

NHA  National Housing Act 

NSS    National Selection Service 

NSS – WD   National Selection Service – Women’s Division 

RCAF – WD   Royal Canadian Air Force – Women’s Division 

SPWPW   Sub-committee on Post-War Problems of Women  

UE   United Electrical, Radio, and Machine Workers in Canada 

UENA  United Electrical Radio and Machine Workers National Archives 

UI   Unemployment Insurance 

UIC  Unemployment Insurance Commission 

PITT ULS  University of Pittsburgh University Library System 

USWA  United Steel Workers of America 

WIB   Wartime Information Board 

WRCNS  Women’s Royal Canadian Naval Service 
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