FRENC

I-CANADIAN WOMEN AND
THE NEW SOCIAL HISTORY:

SOME SUGGESTIONS FOR ARCHIVAL RESEARCH

John Abbott and Alison Prentice

Bien que la dossier “officiel”” (les lois adop-
tées par les gouvernements et les réglements
des institutions) soit un élément essentiel de
histoire des femmes, les historien(ne)s des
femmes ont recours d des sources moins ortho-
doxes pour créer leurs biographies collectives.
Cet article se sert du genre de documents qui
étaient d'intérét pour Marta Danylewycz,
dans ses recherches sur I'histoire des femmes
canadiennes-frangaises.

Historians of women soon learn that
sources for the history of women are not
always to be found in the card catalogues
of public libraries or archives under the
heading of “women.” Indeed, when it
comes to women, a multitude of institu-
tions and collections are likely to be im-
portant to the researcher.’ The examples
that follow are drawn from the kind of
sources that were of particular interest to
Marta Danylewycz in her work on the
history of French-Canadian women.

Together they illustrate the importance
of the individual biography in women’s
history. Although each document pro-
vides only a fragment of a woman'’s life, it
is from such fragments that historians
attempt to create the collective biog-
raphies that are such a vital part of the
larger picture. This is not to deny the im-
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portance of the “official” record: the laws
passed by governments and the rules and
regulations of institutions are also essen-
tial components of women’s history. It
was one of the special contributions of
Marta Danylewycz and her generation of
historians to recognize, however, that the
bare bones of official history were just that
—they needed to be filled in with the flesh
and blood of real people.

Real people are not always perfect.
They do not always do what they are sup-
posed to do, according to the rules and
regulations. These documents illustrate
the lives of women who were not entirely
satisfied and saw fit to try to alter things,
either by their protests or their actions.

Document 1

In her pathbreaking study of the Con-
grégation de Notre Dame and the Soeurs de
Miséricorde,” Marta drew heavily on the
life histories or “necrologies” that were
written about the sisters at the time of
their deaths. Her goal was to try to under-
stand what convent life meant to the
women involved, to see the religious life
from their point of view. Sister Liliane
Thériault, the archivist of the Misericor-
dia Sisters who observed Marta at work
on these documents, wrote this about her
approach to her sources:

Elle savait valoriser les moindres par-
celles de bien chez la femme, dans la re-
ligieuse. Longuement, on I'a vue, perplexe,
s'attarder sur I'histoire de notre com-
munauté, sur le mépris de la société en-
vers notre oeuvre: I'accueil aux meres-céli-
bataires . . . puis, se reportant a I'époque
concernée, savait toujours conclure posi-
tivement. La survie de notre communauté
lui paraissait un mystére . .

The life history of Marie Hudon, Sister
Elisabeth, of the Misericordia Sisters, illus-
trates a number of themes that Marta dis-
covered in the history of religious women
in Quebec: their frequent attendance at a
convent school; the search for an order
that met their individual needs; the vari-
ety of work experiences that the convent
could provide; the importance of spiritual
practice in the life of a sister; and the im-
portance of mutual support in the con-
vent. A further theme illustrated in this
document is the problem of physical and
mental health. Like their lay counterparts,
religious women in the nineteenth cen-
tury did not always enjoy perfect health
and their struggles in this area deserve
study. The following document is to be
found, in printed form, in the Biographies
des Soeurs Décédées depuis 1853-1894
(volume 1), and also exists in manuscript
in the Misericordia Sisters’ archives in
Montreal.*
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Document 2

The opening of Ontario north of the
French River in the last quarter of the
nineteenth century coincided with an
exodus of Québecois(es) who were hard-
pressed by high birth rates and limited
opportunities at home. Many of them
were people who, in Ontario, would find
themselves restricted to manual labour by
their minimal schooling and low levels of
competence in the English language. The
wants of these migrants nevertheless
coincided neatly with the economic needs
of the new primary resource frontier, and
they came to constitute a substantial por-
tion of the work force on the land and in
the forests, mills and mines of Nipissing,
Sudbury, Timiskaming, Cochrane and
Algoma.

While they established their homes,
successive Ontario governments were
fashioning policies of territorial, economic
and cultural imperialism designed to
secure provincial title to this geographi-
cally vast, economically rich, and cultural-
ly diverse hinterland. In the debates over
the Manitoba boundary, the export of saw
logs, pulp wood and nickle-copper matte
to the United States, and the bilingual
schools question, one can read in the
political record the attempts of provincial
governments, Liberal and Conservative,
to create a new economic domain and pre-
serve an old cultural empire.

The controversy over the schooling of
French-Canadian and “foreign” children

First page of the necrology of Marie Hudon, Sister Elizabeth
Credit: Soeurs de Miséricorde Archives (Montréal)

should be studied within the context: of
Toronto’s struggle with Ottawa for unre-
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stricted title to the full measure of her
wilderness inheritance, the insistence on
provincial development policies which
challenged national priorities, and the
conviction that Anglo-Ontarian culture
and no other should be nurtured on the
primary resource frontier, that con-
troversy over the schooling of French-
Canadian and “foreign” children should
be studied.’

By 1905 the problems of schooling a
mixed anglo- and francophone popu-
lation in eastern and northern Ontario
had assumed proportions sufficiently
large and well defined to challenge a
system designed to transmit the basic
values of Anglo-Ontarian culture. The
election of January 1905 put into power a
Conservative government prepared to
enforce Regulations designating English
as the language of instruction. The
“enforcer” was the school inspector, and
the new tone set by the Whitney govern-
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ment was evident in the Deputy Minister
of Education’s instructions of 20 July
1906 to Leslie A. Green, school inspector
for the District of Algoma. Expressing
approval of Green’s decision to prohibit
Quebec texts and French as the language
of instruction in S.S. #6 Denison, he
wrote:

L am directed by the Minister of Educa-
tion to approve of your action in notifying
the Trustees of No. 6 Denison that the
Quebec French Text Books must be dis-
carded and the authorized school books for
Ontario used in the school. The bi-lingual
readers, of course, may be used, but the
teacher must soon prepare herself to teach
English or the Trustees must provide an
English speaking teacher instead.®

This hardening of the imperial line en-
hanced levels of social tension in many
northern Ontario communities. The rising
incidence of anger may be observed in the

increasing frequency with which ordinary
people vented their frustration in furious
letters to inspectors, the Deputy Minister
and the Minister of Education. Many of
these were from anglophones or accul-
turated French-Canadians encouraged by
public policy to expose violations of
Regulations by determined Franco-
Ontarian trustees. Some, like the
“Quebec teacher” who wrote to protest
Green’s refusal to renew her teaching
certificate, found the government’s
cultural policy at war with human values.”
Here we may read the impact of large
ideas upon the lives of “little”” people and
those whom, to some extent, they
represented. In letters such as these -
often the only earthly remains of the
people who penned them - Marta
Danylewycz found the real stuff of
human experience, experience which fed
her soul and made her such an inspiration
to students and colleagues.
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Credit: Archives of Ontario (Toronto)

First page of letter from “’A Quebec Teacher’" to school inspector Leslie A. Green, 1 Dec. 1908.

'A number of surveys have been made
of archival sources in Canadian women’s
history. See, for example, those published
in the Canadian Newsletter of Research on
Women - since 1978 entitled Resources for
Feminist Research — (February and October
1976 and February 1977 Supplement), and
the informal publications of the Canadian
Women’s History Project, OISE, on
sources in Ontario and British Columbia.
A survey of archival sources in Manitoba,
undertaken by a team led by Mary
Kinnear, should be completed soon and
may be a model for future work at the
provincial level. Certainly, the early
surveys by no means exhausted the
possible sources on women in Canadian
archives, let alone the materials held in
private hands which have yet to be de-
posited. A great deal of work, both in
collecting, cataloguing and publication
of lists of sources remains to be done. For
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a discussion of the nature of the task, see
Veronica Strong-Boag, “Raising Cleo’s
Consciousness: Women’s History and
Archives in Canada,” Archivaria 6
(Summer 1978), 70-82. ‘

*‘Taking the Veil in Montreal, 1840-1920:
An Alternative to Marriage, Motherhood
and Spinsterhood” (Ph.D Thesis, Uni-
versity of Toronto, 1981). Friends have
prepared the manuscript for publication
and it should appear in book form in the
fall of 1987.

SLiliane Thériault, s.m. a Alison
Prentice (25 mars 1986).

‘RH - 7, V 1460, 127. Archives des
Soeurs de Miséricorde, Montréal.

“The best analysis of economic develop-
mentis H.V. Nelles, The Politics of Develop-
ment: Forests, Mines & Hydro-electric Power
in Ontario (Toronto: Macmillan of Canada,
1974). Social and cultural policy is the sub-
ject of a forthcoming study by J.R. Abbott,
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Education and the Politics of Social Develop-
ment: Ontario and its Laurentian Frontier,
1850-1950.

‘Deputy Minister of Education Colqu-
houn toL.A. Green, Toronto 20 July 1906),
Archives of Ontario, R.G. 2, F-3-E, Box 4.

A Quebec Teacher” to L.A. Green,
Mond, Ont. (1 Dec. 1908), AO, R.G. 2,
F-3-E, Box 8 (1909). For an analysis of re-
lationships between male inspectors and
female teachers in Ontario at the turn of
this century, see J.R. Abbott, ““Accom-
plishing ‘A Man’s Task’: Rural Women
Teachers, Male Culture, and the School
Inspectorate in Ontario,” in Ontario
History (December 1986).
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