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ABSTRACT: 

This thesis examines the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance program by studying its 

documents, reports and correspondence, and how the use of surveillance and self-

government played a key role in the evolution of this form of welfare assistance in 

Ontario.  It also examines the underlying issues surrounding the women involved in this 

program, particularly how the phrase ‘a fit and proper person to have the care and 

custody of her children’ s used as a mould by which those women were regulated, and 

also the roots of what a proper person, or better yet, a proper woman and mother was 

meant to be.  I examine these issues through the use Michel Foucault’s concept of 

governmentality and the sub-concepts involved with it such as surveillance; 

knowledge/power; truth and expertise.  It also uses the case files of many recipients of the 

monthly allowance. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

On June 4th 1920, the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act was established to, 

“provide for payment of allowance in certain cases to mothers of dependent children.”1 

Under the Act, the five member Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission was formed, 

with the responsibility of overseeing the application process, including the appointment 

of investigators. These investigators2 were assigned the task of compiling information on 

the applicants and recipients, data that would be used by the Commission to determine 

their eligibility for assistance. The first Commission was made up of Rev. Peter Bryce, 

Dr. Elizabeth Shortt, Major Thomas J. Murphy, dairy farmer Arthur J. Reynolds and 

labour representative Minnie Singer. Rev. Bryce and Dr. Shortt were particularly 

influential in the development of the Ontario Mothers Allowance.3 

The component of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance process that every decision 

was measured by was the standard of ‘a fit and proper person to have the care and 

custody of her children’.4 Each case was based on the woman meeting the standard, 

1 Ontario Government, Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act (Toronto, 1920),  p. 384. 

2 The majority of these individuals were middle-class women. 

3 Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt, 1859-1949  
(Toronto: York University Press, 2002),  p. 364. 

4 In the rest of the thesis, I refer to this standard as being ‘a fit and proper mother’. 
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which included a determination of whether or not they were good mothers and 

housekeepers and responsible citizens.  

The catalyst for this thesis is the work of Margaret Hillyard Little, the first person 

to evaluate the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance. Little examined the welfare system in 

Canada as a means by which the state achieved regulation of single mothers. I believe 

there are two gaps in Little’s analysis of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance.  

Firstly, the phrase ‘a fit and proper mother’ is missing from Little’s analysis. She 

does not establish where the phrase originated, and why it is important enough to become 

the premise upon which the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission bases decisions. I 

argue that the phrase—and its connection to the definition of the proper mother created 

by the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance—has its roots in the mid to late-Victorian Era, and is 

based on the role that mothers played in the rise of the new middle-class, and the concept 

of the ideal home.   

During the Victorian Era, the concept of the proper woman and mother was a 

significant aspect in the development of the new middle-class, since it supported the 

values of the class. Middle-class women reinforced the concept of the proper woman and 

mother as they left the private sphere of society for the public sphere, entering the homes 

of working class women and attempting to show them how to be ‘better’ mothers; that is 

to say, more like middle-class mothers. Thus the middle-class women reinforced both the 

ideals of the middle-class and the ideals of the home. 
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The second gap in Little’s work is a need for a more in-depth analysis of the 

theory behind the use of continuous informal surveillance. Little argues, with the use of 

extensive research, that not only were applicants and recipients required to supply all 

their personal information, but they were also subjected to the scrutiny of everyone 

around them. Their every move could potentially be observed by neighbours, friends, 

family members, and even complete strangers, and reported to the investigators and the 

Commission.5 For example, in the case of Vera Jackson, information about her 

socializing with a single man was given to the investigator assigned to her file by an 

anonymous member of the community, who allegedly witnessed Vera behaving in a 

improper manner. Jackson’s allowance was revoked shortly after this was reported. The 

opinion of her investigator and the Commission was that a proper mother did not 

socialize outside the home, or with single men; the first priority of a proper mother was to 

maintain her home and care for her children.    

Little’s analysis could have been enhanced by the work of Michel Foucault, a 

theorist who developed concepts on the notion of continuous informal surveillance, and 

who argued that the best way to have total control over a segment of the population is to 

gain as much information about them as possible; that knowledge is power. Foucault also 

5  Margaret Little “A Fit and Proper Person: The Moral Regulation of Single Mothers in Ontario, 1920-
1940,” Gendered Pasts: Historical Essays in Femininity and Masculinity in Canada  (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1999),  p. 131. 
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maintained that monitoring individuals’ behaviour or creating the illusion of continuous 

surveillance would help regulate them.6  

The goal of this thesis is to examine the structure of the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance, including recipients’ cases, annual reports of the Commission, and the 

theories of Michel Foucault and Victorian era theorists, to determine how a measure 

designed to objectively provide a monthly allowance to mothers—in a manner similar to 

that of employer-employee—went wrong. What aspects of the process caused the failure? 

The first chapter will examine the events leading up to the creation of the Ontario 

Mothers’ Allowance in 1920, the individuals and groups involved in the events, and the 

development years of the Commission and the allowance program. I start by examining 

the effect that the First World War (1914-1918) had on the role of women in Canadian 

society, particularly mothers. This will include exploration of the two allowance schemes 

that were instrumental in the structural design of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance: the 

Canadian Patriotic Fund, and the experimental pension program developed by the 

National Council of Women in Canada. I will also investigate the influence that leaders 

of the National Council of Women, such as Lady Ishbel Aberdeen and Elizabeth Smith 

Shortt, had on the development of the mothers’ allowance scheme in Ontario.  

 In addition, the 1919 investigation and report that was crucial to the establishment 

of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act (Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation by 

6 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977  (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1977). 
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Margaret Strong, Special Investigator for the Ontario Department of Labour) will be 

examined. The goal of this investigation was to examine the potential need for financial 

assistance for widows to help them care for their children. Many organizations, such as 

the Toronto Council of Women (a division of the of the National Council of Women of 

Canada) and the Social Services Council of Ontario maintained that an allowance was 

necessary for all mothers who needed assistance, not only widows but also those with 

living husbands, and urged the Department of Labour to implement such an allowance.  

To fully understand the structure of the program, the fundamental factors 

contributing to the development of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act will be examined 

in-depth: the wording of the Act, the reports published by the Commission from 1920 to 

1939, the people administering the allowance process, and the case files of many of the 

recipients, including relevant forms and reports. These criteria will also be used to 

illustrate the duality embodied in the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance process.   

The Act, and the Commission members and investigators appointed under it, were 

part of a new movement with the goal of moving beyond the subjective nature of the 

charities and philanthropic groups of the nineteenth century, toward more scientific and 

objective processes to determine who was deemed in need of assistance. However, there 

is duality in the application of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance: Though the members and 

investigators claimed they were objectively oriented toward the new movement in their 

yearly reports, in fact they practiced many subjective measures similar to those of the 
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charities and philanthropies of the ninetieth century throughout the daily processing of 

the allowance.  

This duality is evident in the comparison of annual reports to individual cases. In 

the annual reports the allowance process is shown to be fair and successful. However, 

within the case files it is clear that the process was not objective, but was instead a tool of 

governance used to alter and control the behaviour of mothers who received the 

allowance. They could lose their allowance for unfair reasons as long as the Commission 

considered the reasons ‘valid’; not complying with the ‘advice’ of the investigators, for 

example, regardless of how difficult, or even impossible, compliance was for the 

recipients. 

The investigation forms used by the investigators to gather information about the 

recipients also highlight the duality. On the surface the forms appeared to be objective 

because they asked questions such as: ‘What is the estimated cost for the monthly 

maintenance of the family (i.e. rent, taxes, food and clothing)’ and ‘What sources of 

income contribute to the maintenance of the family?’ However, the forms also solicited 

other information: ‘Is the mother a good homemaker’ for example, or ‘What are the 

conditions of the house’. In many instances these questions allowed an investigator’s 

personal moral values and norms to influence what was considered the ‘proper’ way to be 

a mother and homemaker.  

The investigators, many of whom were middle-class women (very few 

investigators were male) went into the homes of lower-class women expecting to f 
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ind levels of hygiene similar to that in middle-class homes, and when they saw 

that this standard was not met they were appalled, and indicated so in their reports. An 

example of this was in the monthly report of Investigator A.G. Bruce, who was assigned 

to Bessie Johnson. In the report Bruce stated that, though Bessie was a fair homemaker 

and was quite capable and clean, she was, “not very tidy.”7 

Chapter Two is important to this thesis because it not only provides an 

understanding of how the idea of an allowance scheme originated, but also which 

organizations were involved in the establishment of the program. The Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance initiative did not simply appear in 1920, there were many factors involved in 

its development, such as the creation of the Canadian Patriotic Fund during the Boar War, 

and the National Council of Women of Canada’s experimental scheme. These programs 

involved many organizations and individuals.  

Chapters Three and Four examine the questions arising from the apparent gaps in 

Little’s work. Chapter Three addresses the question: What effect did self-government and 

surveillance have on the administration of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance? To answer 

this, the theories of Michel Foucault are investigated (i.e. governmentality and the sub-

concepts of surveillance, knowledge/power, truth and expertise). Each of these theories 

adds to the understanding of the administrative processes of the allowance program, 

7 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Bessie Johnson (January 1, 1925). 
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particularly the roles of those in positions of authority (the investigators) and those 

subject to the authority (the recipients).  

Governmentality is a concept that allows for the ‘mentality of governing’ to be 

examined in a broader context. It shifts the focus from simply examining the state as the 

sole governing body, to examining many different organizations, institutions and 

individuals involved in the process. Alan Hunt argues that the state is not the only 

governing body involved in regulation; he believes there are many different levels of 

governance in society that include several different forms of governing bodies.  

The first feature of governmentality examined in the thesis is the concept of 

surveillance as a tool of governance—first discussed by Foucault in his 1977 book: 

Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison—a concept developed in the Panopticon 

(an architectural design created by Jeremy Bentham). Within Panopticon, the structural 

features allow for continuous surveillance of the population, to ensure that the prisoners 

do not misbehave. This process of continuous surveillance also had the effect of 

inducing, “the inmate[s] [into] a state of conscious and permanent visibility that [assured] 

the automatic functioning of power. So to arrange things that the surveillance is 

permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action.” 8  

The surveillance theme can also be used to analyse the relationship between 

allowance investigators and recipients. Though there were no walls or structures from 

8 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1977),  p. 
201. 
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which the investigators could watch the recipients, there was still a sense of the ‘ever-

watching eye’. It can also be argued that unscheduled investigator visits caused many 

recipients to become self-regulating, because they were continually conscious of the 

possibility that they were being watched. The fear of being scrutinized by others at any 

time, and the accompanying risk of losing their allowance caused many recipients to 

regulate their own behaviour in order to prevent this. 

The practice of continuous surveillance was also facilitated through the gathering 

of information about the population within the Panopticon. All information or 

‘knowledge’ about each individual was documented, including medical documents, 

personal information and more.9  

The information that was gathered on the inmates is closely tied to Foucault’s 

theories of knowledge/power and expertise. He argues that the concept of knowledge is a 

form of power, and that by gathering information control and governance of a population 

can be done more effectively. Collecting information or knowledge about an individual 

not only provides a sense of power, but also allows the ‘collector’ to become an expert on 

the subject. For example, through their visits and information gathering the investigators 

appointed by the Commission developed specific expertise on their subjects. This will be 

demonstrated through the examination of several cases of mothers who receive the 

9 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1977),  p. 
184. 
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monthly allowance. The concept of governmentality also illuminates the power 

relationships involved in the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance. 

The fourth chapter will attempt to answer the question: How did the formation of 

the ideal woman and mother developed in the mid to late-Victorian era, and the use of the 

‘a fit and proper mother’ phrase, affect the administration of the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance process? Addressing the question involves examining the connections 

between the historical examples of the rise of the proper woman and mother in the 

Victorian era in England and Canada, the emergence of the purity movements in both 

countries, and how these elements affected not only the creation of the phrase ‘a fit and 

proper mother’ but also the administration of the allowance process.  

The ideal of the woman and mother that was developed in the mid to late-

Victorian era in England, and ultimately spread to Canada, is clearly illustrated by how 

women were treated within the allowance process of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance. As 

previously noted, the recipients of the allowance were compared to the ideal of the proper 

woman and mother held by the middle-class investigators. The ideal woman and mother 

persona of the Victorian Era is seen as a duality; they were viewed as being both strong 

and weak at the same time, and were considered physically fragile but morally superior.10 

Chapter Four will also investigate the practice of moral regulation and its 

inception during the Victorian era, through the examination of the social purity 

10 Nicole Spencer, The Other Victorian: the female prostitute in Victorian England  (Essay written in 2007, 
Carleton University),  p. 7. 



  

 

11

movement. First, it is important to recognize that, though it may seem easy to create a 

definition of moral regulation, it is in fact very difficult to establish a substantive 

definition of such a complex concept. Mariana Valverde and Lorna Weir argue that the, 

“Moral terrain is difficult if not impossible to map, among other reasons because...it is 

not so much a distinct realm but a mode of regulation.”11 Corrigan and Sayer argue that 

moral regulation can be understood, “in terms of state formation, agencies and 

policies.”12 They further this view by maintaining that the state is at the centre of moral 

regulation; the state is the sole governing body of the moral regulation of society.13 

However, Carolyn Strange and Tina Loo argue that moral regulation is created through 

various laws which determine what is moral and what is not moral. Thus, “moral 

regulation is the regulation of that which is constituted as moral.”14  

It is the opinion of this thesis that Corrigan and Sayer’s notion of examining 

moral regulation should not be employed. A broader examination is required, as there are 

so many different institutions, organizations and individuals involved in the process of 

moral regulation. It is also important to study the complexity that exists within the 

11Mariana Valverde and Lorna Weir “The Struggles of the Immoral: Preliminary Remarks on Moral 
Regulation” in Resources for Feminist Research (Toronto: Canadian Scholar’s Press Inc, Vol. 17,  No. 3, 
1988),  p. 33.  

12Amanda Glasbeek, Moral Regulation and Governance in Canada: History, Context, and Critical Issues 
(Toronto: Canadian Scholar’s Press Inc, 2006),  p. I. 

13 Mitchell Dean “A Social Structure of Many Souls: Moral Regulation, Government, and Self-Formation” 
in Canadian Journal of Sociology (Vol.19, No. 2, 1994), p. 147. 

14 Ibid. 
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discourse of moral regulation, in order to fully understand the many levels of governance 

that existed within the process of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance. 

Secondly, the purity movement of the nineteenth century is a good example of a 

broad examination of the issue of regulation, because there were many different 

regulatory bodies involved. The issue of prostitution can be used to illustrate the diversity 

of the movement: there were state sanctions on the ‘social plague’ of prostitution, and 

church groups and private citizens were involved in the regulatory process as well.15 

In her analysis, Little points to the work of Mariana Valverde to illustrate the 

impact that the purity movement had on the regulation of women in Canada. However, 

she does not present an in-depth discussion of the link between the purity movement in 

England and North America, the roots of the standards applied to the applicants and 

recipients of the allowance, and the practices of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance 

Commission. For example, how the purity movement was at the forefront of regulating 

the sexual and physical purity of society, and how that is linked to the notions of 

cleanliness of the home and body that were used by the investigators and the Commission 

to regulate the conduct of the mothers under their authority.  

Chapter Four will also examine the two fundamental ideologies that the social 

purity movement used as rationale for campaigning against certain issues within society 

(maternal feminism and eugenics, and the two aspects of the movement that reinforced 

15 The purity movement was a collection of different organizations and individuals who sought to improve 
the moral tone of society. 
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the ideals of the private sphere and women’s placement in it), the campaigning against 

vices and evils such as prostitution, and the promotion of hygiene and cleanliness within 

society. 

In addition, the chapter will examine the limitations that arise from ideals 

imposed on working-class women, such as the strong focus on the placement of women 

within the private sphere, and how this was unrealistic for working-class women, since 

they did not have the economic status that allowed for it. 

In conclusion, the structure of each chapter of this thesis will be designed to 

examine the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance and determine where the administration 

process went wrong; how an allowance scheme that was intended to help mothers with 

the financial burdens of caring for children on their own became a tool used by 

government to alter and control the behaviour of these women. Each chapter will 

examine the factors that were at play to allow the emergence of the allowance program, 

where certain phrases and standards come from within a historical context (the Victorian 

era), how the investigators and Commission members carried out the allowance 

process—including the norms and values they imposed on those receiving the 

allowance—and the underlying issues surrounding the program, such as the collection of 

information about the recipients through forms, visitations and continuous surveillance 

from the community.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE EMERGENCE OF 

THE ONTARIO MOTHERS ALLOWANCE 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter will examine the social and political climate in Canada and the 

important events leading up to the creation of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance in 1920, 

including the establishment of the Commission and the development of the application 

process. The events and groups involved in the social and political climate that facilitated 

the introduction of the allowance will also be discussed. One of the most important 

events connected to the issue of support for mothers with dependent children and the 

creation of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance was the First World War. This chapter will 

discuss the impact that the war, and the introduction of the nationwide Patriotic Fund, had 

on the development of the allowance scheme in Ontario.  The two groups included in the 

analysis of this chapter are the National Council of Women of Canada and the Committee 

on Mothers’ Allowance. These entities were instrumental in the campaign for and 

achievement of the allowance scheme in Ontario.  

This chapter will also examine the Ontario Labour Department’s investigation and 

report on the potential need for a Mothers’ Allowance scheme that, along with the 

campaigning of the two groups mentioned above, helped achieve the enactment of the 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance in 1920. The information that was gathered in this report 

illustrates the master plan for how the new allowance would be developed, including the 



  

 

15

requirements for eligibility and who should not be including in the definition of a mother 

in need; all of which was included in the act itself. 

 This chapter also seeks to demonstrate that the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance and 

the Commission represent a form of governing tool that restricted the lives of those who 

applied for and received the allowance. Thus, the chapter will also present the wording of 

the Act itself, including the phrase ‘a fit and proper mother’ and how the specific wording 

in this piece of legislation excluded more needy mothers and their children than it helped. 

It is important to examine the wording of the law in order to fully understand its 

application. 

The chapter will also examine the development years of the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance (1920-1930), including the appointment of the investigators who played a key 

role in the application processes of the commission. Eight specific cases of recipients 

who were monitored by the investigators and the commission throughout virtually all 

aspects of their lives while they were receiving the assistance will be discussed. Their 

every move was monitored and documented in order to not only determine their 

continued eligibility for the allowance, but also how their behaviour could be modified 

and controlled. It is the opinion of this chapter that, although the commission members 

prided themselves on being objective when determining the eligibility of women in their 

annual reports, in fact they were actually very restrictive and subjective. There are many 

cases that demonstrate how women had their allowances revoked for unfair reasons. 
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The Canadian Patriotic Fund and the National Council of Women of Canada 

 

As Canada became involved in the turmoil of World War I in August of 1914, the 

role of women in the private and public spheres of society changed. The fact that 

thousands of men were suddenly unavailable created a gap in the workforce, and women 

were called upon to take on the role of workers. In fact, “By the war’s end more than 

35,000 women, about 20 per cent of whom were married”16 were employed in munitions 

factories alone. However, the federal government also felt that there was a need to secure 

the unity of the family to protect the future citizens of the country.  

One of the ways the federal government attempted to stabilize the weakened 

structure of the family was through the reintroduction the Canadian Patriotic Fund, which 

was designed to provide financial assistance to the wives and children of soldiers.17 The 

Fund was first established during the War of 1812, and was also brought into effect 

during the Crimean War in 1854 and the South African War of 1899-1902. However, it 

16 Cynthia Comacchio, The Infinite Bonds of Family: Domesticity in Canada, 1850-1940 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1999),  p. 66. 

17 Nancy Christie,  Engendering the state: family, work, and welfare in Canada (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2000),  p. 47. 
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was not developed into a widespread national relief fund until the beginning of the First 

World War.18  

The Fund strongly supported maintaining the structure of the home that had been 

disrupted by the war, including keeping mothers in the home as much as possible. A key 

component of the ideal of restoring the structure of the family was to ensure that the 

future citizens of the country were well cared for in their childhood, to help them 

eventually become proper citizens in adulthood. The role of women as mothers was 

central to this ideal. 

Mothers who were receiving financial assistance through the fund were only 

permitted to work a maximum of three days a week. If it was determined that they were 

working more than that they could have their allowance reduced, or even revoked. 

However, wives who had no children did not have their assistance reduced for working; 

instead, they were encouraged to participate as much as possible in the war efforts.19  

In order to further preserve the structure of the family dynamic, the Canadian 

Patriotic Fund not only provided financial assistance to the wives of soldiers, but also 

advised them on how to conduct themselves. The administrators of the fund maintained 

that the women had replaced the absent soldiers as the head of the family, and thus the 

18 Desmond Morton, Fight or pay: soldiers’ families in the Great War (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004),  p. 
53. 

19 Nancy Christie, Engendering the state: family, work, and welfare in Canada (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2000), p. 82. 
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administrators assumed the  responsibility of advising the women on how to spend their 

money and conduct themselves, both within and outside the home.   

Through weekly visits, representatives appointed by the administrators of the 

Fund would monitor the behaviour of the recipients in order to ensure that they conducted 

themselves properly. The representatives would investigate any claims of any improper 

behaviour, including adultery, drunkenness and child neglect. A report filed by these 

investigators, “was sufficient to suspend or cancel”20 the allowance of the recipients; 

however, it was up to the husband to determine, once given the investigation report, 

whether to remove the payment or not. The individuals volunteering to supervise and 

investigate the recipients were women, the majority of whom were middle-class. 

In addition to monitoring the behaviour of the recipients, the representatives 

would give them advice, such as how to feed and clothe their children. It was believed 

that this strict supervision and advice helped many recipients became better mothers than 

they were prior to the involvement of the Canadian Patriotic Fund and those individuals 

administering it.21 

A leading administrator of the Fund was Helen Reid, one of the first female 

graduates of McGill University, and the director of social work for St. John’s Ambulance 

20 Desmond Morton “Supporting Soldiers’ Families: Separation Allowance, Assigned Pay, and the 
Unexpected” in David Mackenzie (ed.) Canada And The First World War: Essays in Honour of Robert 
Craig Brown (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), p. 206. 

21 James Struthers “In the Interests of the Children: Mothers’ Allowance and the Origins of Income 
Security in Ontario, 1917-30” in Struthers, James. The Limits of Affluence: Welfare in Ontario, 1920-1970 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994), p. 26. 
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and the women’s auxiliary of the Montreal branch of the Fund. Reid was a proponent of 

monitoring recipients’ behavior, and called it the third responsibility of the Fund. She 

argued that:  

 

In addition to raising and spending money on soldiers’ families, it must provide advice 
and practical assistance. Part of that responsibility was her ‘black book’ of wives who 
had disgraced the cause. One was Margaret Curran, who left Montreal for Toronto owing 
rent and without informing the branch. Since Mrs. Curran seemed a ‘very respectable 
looking woman’ Martha Fennix, Reid’s Toronto counterpart, demanded more details. 
‘Our further investigation’ Reid reported ‘shows that she left Montreal in the night, 
owing money to her Landlord, Grocer, Sewing Machine agent and Gas Company, and in 
fact to nearly everyone she had had anything to do with.22  
 

Reid felt that because of her character, as well as her German ethnicity, Curran could not 

be trusted and had to be watched very closely.  

Another organization that was prominent in securing the primary role of women 

as mothers and homemakers was the National Council of Women of Canada, a collective 

of provincial and national Canadian women’s clubs, associations and federations, 

founded in 1893.23 The National Council of Women of Canada was also run by middle 

and upper-class women, who saw their organization as the ‘Parliament of Women’ 

22 Desmond Morton “Supporting Soldiers’ Families: Separation Allowance, Assigned Pay, and the 
Unexpected” in David Mackenzie (ed.) Canada And The First World War: Essays in Honour of Robert 
Craig Brown (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), pp. 205-206. 

23 Veronica Strong-Boag, The Parliament Women: The National Council of Women of Canada  (Ottawa: 
National Museum of Canada, 1976), p. 56. 
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because of the unifying effect it had on upper and middle-class women across the 

country.  

Those running the organization, such as Lady Ishbel Aberdeen (a member of the 

International Council of Women and the first President of the Nation Council of Women 

of Canada) felt that it was the responsibility of middle and upper-class women to use the 

leisure time granted to them by their husbands and fathers, “for the good of the 

community and... [to] increase the moral tone in social life as well as in [their own] home 

life,”24 and that, “Women’s special destiny rested ultimately within the home. If the 

individual was conscientious and energetic she could bring traditional domestic virtues to 

bear on the world and thus transform it.”25   

Lady Aberdeen—her husband was John Gordon, Earl of Aberdeen, once the Lord 

High Commissioner to the General Assembly to the Church of Scotland, and the 

Dominion’s Governor General in 1895—also believed that Canadian society was 

experiencing a moral and social crisis, and that members of the National Council of 

Women of Canada should work to revive the proper structure of the home, in order to 

achieve change in the moral and social tone of Canadian society as a whole.26 Veronica 

Strong-Boag argues that Lady Aberdeen felt this way because of the manner in which her 

24 Veronica Strong-Boag, The Parliament Women: The National Council of Women of Canada  (Ottawa: 
National Museum of Canada, 1976), p. 10. 

25 Ibid, p. 56. 

26 Ibid, p. 10. 
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own marriage was structured. Strong-Boag states in her article The Parliament Women: 

The National Council of Women of Canada that: 

 

The harmony and mutual dependency of their relationship confirmed Ishbel’s 
characteristically Victorian belief in the value of family life. To a large extent, the 
familial ideal she constantly espoused as the goal of all social reform, particularly that 
involving women, was achieved in her own home.27 

 

As a whole, members of the National Council of Women of Canada felt they 

could strengthen the moral and social tone of society through intervention in the homes of 

the lower-classes. They believed that if they could financially assist, monitor and advise 

lower-class mothers they could help them become better mothers; more like 

themselves—middle and upper middle-class mothers—who would then be able to combat 

the moral and social crisis of the nation in their homes as well. They carried out their 

interventions through an experimental pension scheme developed by their local chapters 

in Toronto and Winnipeg, and implemented at their own expense in 1915. The scheme 

was designed around the notion of providing a financial allowance to lower-class mothers 

who had to leave the home to work, thereby enabling them to return to the home and 

properly care for their children.  

27 Veronica Strong-Boag, The Parliament Women: The National Council of Women of Canada  (Ottawa: 
National Museum of Canada, 1976),  p. 132. 
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In the Toronto local National Council of Women of Canada scheme, the pension 

was given on a monthly basis for a period of one year, to six widowed mothers who were 

deemed in need of assistance. The women only received the pension after a thorough 

investigation into their assets, family life and home structure.28 Once they were 

considered eligible for assistance they were placed under the strict supervision of the 

members of the local council, and were also subject to visits by a public health nurse. The 

member and the nurse would visit them on a regular basis to monitor their use of the 

allowance and their homemaking skills, and to provide them with ‘friendly’ advice on 

how to improve their homemaking and mothering. The visits were also carried out in 

order to emphasize, “at all times the fact that the mother’s duty was to remain at home 

and to care for the children.29 Each of the visitors was to provide a monthly report on 

each of the six mothers regarding how they spent their allowance.”30   

The National Council of Women of Canada compiled a detailed report using the 

monthly statements submitted by the investigators, and provided it to the Ontario 

government. They hoped to, “demonstrate to the government the feasibility and necessity 

of mothers’ pensions,”31 and in turn establish a provincial allowance scheme in Ontario to 

28 James Struthers “In the Interests of the Children: Mothers’ Allowance and the Origins of Income 
Security in Ontario, 1917-30” in Struthers, James. The Limits of Affluence: Welfare in Ontario, 1920-1970 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994). 

29 Ibid, p. 23. 

30 Ibid, p. 24. 

31 Ibid, 22. 
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assist widowed mothers in need. They argued that it was the duty of the State to provide 

for families, “where the father of the family has been removed by misfortune and, as a 

consequence, poverty threatens to break up the home, or makes its influence 

negligible.”32 Their experimental pension scheme received a lot of attention from the 

government and the public, including the Committee on Mothers’ Allowances, a Toronto 

based organization run by Rev. Peter Bryce. As a result of this interest, the government 

decided to investigate the matter. 

One of the most the influential individuals involved in the establishment of the 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance was Dr. Elizabeth Smith Shortt, who began her career in 

social work as a member of the National Council of Women of Canada, and then became 

the President of the Ottawa Local Council of Women. She went on to become the first 

Vice-Chairman of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, and was instrumental in 

the administration of the experimental allowance scheme that the National Council of 

Women of Canada carried out in 1915.  

Dr. Shortt is an example of the middle-class woman who used her knowledge of 

the physical and moral maintenance of home and family to help her access the homes of 

lower-class women, and to advise them on improving their mothering skills. However, 

unlike most other middle-class women Elizabeth was also a doctor, and could provide 

mothers with medical advice as well; she had a unique medico-moral outlook. 

32 Margaret Strong, Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation (Ottawa: Department of Labour, 1920), p. 14. 
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 Dr. Shortt, like many members of the National Council of Women, believed that 

if the structure of the lower-class home was to fit the ideal of the middle-class, the lower-

class mothers must be able to stay in their homes, and they needed financial assistance to 

do so. She argued that enabling mothers to stay in their homes and take care of the 

children would ensure the proper upbringing of future citizens, and as a result create a, 

“high[er] grade [of] men and women.”33  

Dr. Shortt was one of the first female doctors in Canada. She began her academic 

pursuits in 1878, attending the Milton-Halton Model School and then the Hamilton 

Collegiate Institute for her teaching training.34 She graduated from medical school at the 

age of 25, received her medical degree from Queen’s University in Kingston in 1884,35 

and immediately opened a private practice in Hamilton. She gave up her practice in 1886 

and married historian-economist Adam Shortt. They, “moved to Kingston where she 

became a lecturer at Kingston’s Women’s Medical College and practiced medicine on a 

part-time basis.” 36  

33 Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt (Toronto: 
York University Press, 2002), pp. 362-363. 

34 Ibid, p. 56. 

35 It is important to note here that Elizabeth was encouraged to go to medical school by her mother, 
Damaris Smith, who was very independent minded for the times. Damaris believed that all of her children, 
including her daughters, should be well-educated. She also wrote letters to the editors of newspapers on the 
importance of improving the quality of education for women. For more information on Damaris Smith’s 
views on her daughter Elizabeth’s education see: Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a 
biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt (Toronto: York University Press, 2002), pp. 31-34. 

36 Ibid, p. 3-4. 
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Between 1889 and 1897 Dr. Shortt had three children (Muriel, George and Mary). 

She stopped lecturing after her second child was born, which, “coincided with the closing 

of the [college, in 1893].”37 Though she no longer lectured, Elizabeth continued her part-

time practice until her third child was born in 1897. She then found that caring for three 

children, maintaining a home and operating a part-time practice was too difficult to 

manage on her own—her husband was away much of the time due to his career—and so 

she became a full-time mother and homemaker. This type of decision was made by many 

middle-class women of the time, because the responsibility of the home fell directed on 

their shoulders. However, later on she became an active member of the emerging social 

reform movement in Canada. She was very interested in issues regarding mothers and 

children, such as infant and mother mortality rates and the ‘feebleminded’, especially the 

feebleminded mother.38  

Dr. Shortt joined the National Council of Women of Canada in 1903, originally 

because of the organization’s views on the issue of servants immigrating to Canada; she 

was having trouble getting ‘good help’ and wanted to see how the organization could 

help her and other women find better household workers.39  

37 Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt (Toronto: 
York University Press, 2002), p. 198. 

38 Ibid, p. 4. 

39 Ibid, p. 254. 
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Upon moving to Ottawa with her husband, who had been appointed the first 

Chairman of the Civil Service Commission, Elizabeth became involved with the Ottawa 

Local Council of the National Council of Women of Canada, and was President of the 

Ottawa Council of the National Council of Women of Canada from 1911 to 1918. She 

was also the Vice-President of the Ontario National Council of Women of Canada from 

1913 to 1916. 

Sheryl Ann Stotts McLauren argues that Elizabeth was able to become such an 

influential member of the National Council of Women of Canada, and the social reform 

movement in Canada, specifically Ontario, because: 

 

In her campaigns Elizabeth combined her authority as a trained medical expert with her 
respectability as a wife, mother and non-radical feminist [she did not ‘attack’ the suffrage 
issue like her contemporaries] to take on a public role as a citizen, even though women 
did not have the vote.40 

 

In 1911, Elizabeth had aspirations similar to many like-minded, middle-class 

women, and she transformed a bankrupt Ottawa Girl’s Home and Travellers Aid into a 

Women’s Hostel. She accomplished this with fifteen hundred dollars in grants she was 

able to secure from the federal and provincial governments, and assistance from groups, 

such as churches, and private individuals in the Ottawa area. Her goal for the facility was 

40 Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt (Toronto: 
York University Press, 2002),  p. 268. 
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to provide women with a place to stay while they were attempting to find employment in 

the domestic industry. Similar to other social reformers of the time who were focused on 

protecting working-class women—and were also addressing moral issues such as ending 

the ‘white slave trade’ in Europe and Canada—“Elizabeth argued that hostels would 

prevent domestic servants from ‘falling into the hands of strange men’”41 and thus ensure 

they were safe and able to go into middle-class homes and help run the households. 

Elizabeth was also concerned with the social problems of society, as Lady Ishbel 

Aberdeen was upon the establishment of the National Council of Women of Canada in 

1893. Elizabeth felt that society, particularly in Ottawa, “was a breeding ground for all of 

society’s problems, and that urban reform would drastically improve the quality of the 

nation’s citizenry.”42  

Dr. Shortt’s many different campaigns with the National Council of Women of 

Canada and other social reform organizations led to her involvement with the mothers’ 

allowance campaign, and her eventual participation in the processes of the Ontario 

Mothers’ Allowance Commission. 

 

 

41 Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt (Toronto: 
York University Press, 2002), pp. 293-294. 

42 Ibid, p. 297-298. 
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The Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation 

 

The end of World War I in 1919 meant the return of the soldiers, and this changed 

the role of women as workers; they were no longer needed in non-traditional roles such 

as munitions and welding. There was also strong encouragement from the federal and 

provincial governments for women to go back to their primary roles as mothers and 

wives in the ‘private sphere’ (i.e. the home), and return to their normal lives as mothers. 

Though the structure of the family was viewed as important during the war, it became 

more important afterward by helping ensure that things went back to the state of 

normalcy that had existed prior to the war.  

The Department of Labour of the time, under Labour Minister W.R. Rollo, 

acknowledged that there was potential demand for an allowance scheme after the 

campaigning of many groups, such as the National Council of Women of Canada and the 

Committee on Mothers’ Allowance. The department stated that, though the notion of a 

government-run allowance scheme for widowed mothers was not something new, and 

had been carried out by many different organizations—including the Canadian Patriotic 

Fund scheme and the National Council of Women of Canada experimental pension 

scheme—interest in the scheme had intensified due to the campaigns of these 

organizations.  

The Committee on Mothers’ Allowance produced a report for the provincial 

government which stated that, “every child is entitled to home, life and care of a suitable 
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character..[and] frequently it is the lack of funds that deprives children of the normal 

home life and upbringing.”43 Like the report by the National Council of Women of 

Canada, this report argued that it was the duty of the State, “to encourage and make 

possible the natural and proper care of needy children in their homes by financial 

assistance.”44 Upon acknowledging the potential need for a provincial allowance scheme, 

the Department of Labour appointed a Special Investigator, Margaret Strong, to compile 

information on the issue, and produce a report on the potential for a mothers’ allowance 

scheme in Ontario, particularly for widows. The final product was entitled Mothers’ 

Allowance: An Investigation, and was published by the Ontario government in 1920. 

Strong’s investigation accessed the records of the Canada Registration Board, and 

found the statistics regarding widows in Ontario with children under 16 years old, 

complied as of June 22, 1918.45 The statistics were also used to determine: 

 

The names of five hundred widows with children. These names were chosen from various 
districts: approximately one-fourth from Toronto; one-fourth from cities of populations 
from ten thousand to fifty thousand; one-fourth from towns of less than ten thousand 
population and villages, and one-fourth from distinctly rural communities… Of these 
families, four hundred were actually visited by special investigators, and information 
secured as to the circumstances of the home. The aim of these detail investigations was to 
discover in how many instances the welfare of the children was jeopardized by poverty, 
and in what percentage of cases the Government would be justified in providing funds to 

43 Margaret Strong, Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation (Ottawa: Department of Labour, 1920), p. 15. 

44 Ibid. 

45 Ibid, p. 9. 
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contribute towards the support of these children in order that they might be assured of 
adequate sustenance and home care.46  

 

The investigation focused on widows with children, because it was determined 

that mothers whose husbands had died—including the thousands who died from 

Tuberculosis brought back with soldiers after World War I—were in greatest need of 

assistance. The investigation did not consider other types of mothers, such as those who 

had been deserted, because they involved a living husband who could potentially return 

one day and assist in caring for the children. Strong did acknowledge, however, that the 

issue of desertion was crucial, and should be examined by the federal government, stating 

that, “the government should provide some way for getting after the man and making him 

provide for his family.”47  

The case of unwed mothers was also discussed at the public hearings, and it was 

acknowledged that, though the children were illegitimate they should not be punished for 

it. However, Bishop Williams of London Ontario argued that, “It is difficult to decide 

whether it [an allowance scheme] should go the length of unmarried mothers, in case 

there should be in any sense the idea that we are condoning anything of the kind making 

it easy.”48 He felt that an allowance scheme should not, within its application process, 

present a sense of condoning the behaviour of having premarital sex, let alone having 

illegitimate children. 

46  Margaret Strong, Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation (Ottawa: Department of Labour, 1920), p. 9-10. 

47 Ibid, p. 50. 

48 Ibid, p. 55. 
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The investigation gathered information through the use of three formats: home 

visits; public hearings (held in Toronto, Hamilton, London and Ottawa) where Ontario 

residents could listen to ‘experts’ in the field of allowances and poverty discuss the issues 

surrounding a potential allowance scheme in Ontario; and the investigation of provinces 

and states where Mothers’ Aid legislation was in operation, “including especially the 

United States Department of Labour and the Governments of Manitoba, Saskatchewan 

and Alberta.”49   

 

The public hearings: 

 

During the public hearings, ninety-three speakers discussed the pros, cons and 

need for an allowance scheme in Ontario, including doctors, nurses, members of 

organizations such as the Social Services Council of Ontario, the National Council of 

Women of Canada and the Social Services Council of Ontario, and private citizens. 

Members of the Social Services Council of Ontario stated that an allowance for mothers 

was important, “for the proper [nurturing] and training of [the] future citizens of the 

State.”50  

49 Margaret Strong, Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation (Ottawa: Department of Labour, 1920), p. 7. 

50 Ibid, p. 12. 
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Another expert on the needy was Reverend Peter Bryce, a reform-oriented 

Methodist minister from Toronto who founded the Committee on Mothers’ Allowance, 

and was, “instrumental in settlement work among British immigrant families in the Earls-

Court or ‘Shacktown’ district of Toronto.”51 He attended the public hearing held in 

Toronto, and stated in his speech that he was in favour of an allowance for mothers 

because it would be cheaper in the long run. The provincial government’s money would, 

“ultimately be saved in a better type of citizen, in a higher productive capacity on the part 

our citizens, and in saving our boys from penitentiaries, and our girls from houses of ill 

fame.”52  

 Strong noted in the final report that: “The significant point…is this, that of the 

ninety-three speakers in an open enquiry, not one questioned the general principle of 

Government allowances to dependent mothers, and each and all took a positive stand for 

immediate legislation in this direction.”53 She also argued that: 

 

It was distinctly evident to those present that [the] idea of the State employing the 
mothers of its future citizens to rear her children according to approved standards, and 
subsidizing the home for this purpose where needs exists, has taken hold of a very large 
element in the community, and is being expressed in no uncertain voice.54 

51 James Struthers “In the Interests of the Children: Mothers’ Allowance and the Origins of Income 
Security in Ontario, 1917-30” in Struthers, James. The Limits of Affluence: Welfare in Ontario, 1920-1970 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994), p. 21. 

52 Margaret Strong, Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation (Ottawa: Department of Labour, 1920), p. 28. 

53 Ibid, p. 16. 

54 Ibid. 
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It is clear that Strong approved of the allowance scheme, and was pleased to see that the 

public hearings had successfully demonstrated that residents of the four major Ontario 

cities were also in favour of it. She also said that there was positive feedback from the 

media as well; many editorials in newspapers across Ontario stated that there was a 

definite need for the financial support of mothers with dependent children. The Hamilton 

Herald published an article on February 22, 1919, saying that the public hearing held in 

Hamilton the previous day was important because it demonstrated the, “rapid strides that 

are being made these days in public sentiment on projects to make this land a better place 

to live in.”55 

 

The visitations: 

 

The visitations, which involved visiting the residences of four hundred widows, 

evaluated several criteria in each home, including the condition of the home, the state of 

the children, and whether the mother worked outside the home or was able to stay and 

care for the children. The mothers were asked questions, such as whether they, “worked 

55 Margaret Strong, Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation (Ottawa: Department of Labour, 1920), p. 17. 



34

or stayed at home with the children, and [what was the] ability of the mother as a home-

maker.”56  

The visits also attempted to determine if the four hundred widows were ‘worthy’ 

of assistance. Each case was examined, and those who did not meet the standards of the 

investigation were eliminated. For example, “All families with property, including their 

homes worth 2,000 [dollars], or more, or with cash assets of any considerable amount 

[and] mothers who were [deemed] not suitable guardians for their children”57 were 

excluded from the mothers who were considered eligible for an allowance scheme if it 

was established within their communities. 

 

The examination of provinces and states with existing allowance schemes: 

 

 The investigation examined a major allowance scheme operating in Manitoba. 

The provincial government had passed its mothers’ allowance legislation in 1916, and 

Manitoba was the first province to enact a mother allowance scheme. In the final pages of 

the report, Strong reveals that when Manitoba designed their allowance scheme it was 

decided that: 

 

56 Margaret Strong, Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation (Ottawa: Department of Labour, 1920), p. 30. 

57 Ibid, pp. 30-31. 
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Each municipality must appoint a committee of not less than three persons, of whom one 
must be a woman, five in most places would be advisable, two of whom should be 
women, whose duty it shall be to receive applications for allowances, investigate all 
applications received, forward a complete record of all investigations to the Provincial 
Government, and supervise every family receiving an allowance.58 

 

Strong also highlighted the United States as an example of the successful implementation 

of mothers’ allowance legislation. She concluded that the American states with the best 

results were those with allowance schemes that involved co-operation between the local 

boards—set up in communities for investigators to use as offices when visiting 

recipients—and the commission itself.  

 

Conclusion and recommendations of the investigation: 

 

 In the report’s conclusion, Strong advised that if an allowance scheme was to be 

created in Ontario there should be a commission established to review applications and 

monitor recipients, and, “at least three of [those on the commission] shall be women.”59 It 

was also determined that administration of the allowance process must include 

supervision; for the process to be run smoothly, there must be a supervisory body that 

58 Margaret Strong, Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation (Ottawa: Department of Labour, 1920), p. 83. 

59 Ibid, p. 77. 
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would ensure that funds are properly distributed. During the public hearings, Dr. 

Elizabeth Shortt said that:  

  

As far as we have read, it is the supervising and personal touches that help to make good 
the distribution of funds under the Mothers’ Allowances Act. It is the advice and 
supervision of the visiting distributor, if I may call her so, that helps the woman to have 
courage and to do the best with the sum allowed her. I thoroughly and absolutely believe 
in investigating every case, and keeping in personal touch with each case as long as it is a 
beneficiary of the fund. They should know there is somebody who represents the fund 
they are getting who knows how it is being expended.60 

 

In other words, the supervisors—later to be known as investigators—would be the 

backbone of the process, and the allowance recipients would be monitored and taught to 

behave in a manner the commission deemed appropriate. They would also be ‘friends’ to 

the recipients, and give them gentle advice to help them to develop into better mothers 

and homemakers. 

 

The Act 

 

 When Ernest Drury’s minority United Farmers’ of Ontario (UFO) government 

was elected into power in 1920, it quickly passed the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act. 

They did so, “in order to ensure [the] support from the Independent Labour Party of 

60 Margaret Strong, Mothers’ Allowance: An Investigation (Ottawa: Department of Labour, 1920), p. 84. 
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Ontario which was so crucial to remaining in power.”61 The fundamental purpose of this 

Act was to, “provide for payment of allowances in certain cases to the Mothers of 

Dependent Children.”62 

 The original Act, passed on June 4, 1920, included eleven sections, and also 

described the terminology that would be associated with the Act, such as ‘Commission:’ 

“Commission shall mean Mothers’ Allowance Commission appointed under this Act”63 

and ‘Local Board:’, “Local Board shall mean the board appointed for a county, city or 

separated town or for a provisional judicial district under the authority of this Act.”64 The 

Act also defined the conditions under which the allowance may be paid, the organization 

of the Commission (including the appointment of the Chairman and Vice-Chairman), the 

duties of the Commission, and the notice to the municipality. For the purposes of this 

thesis, a selection of the eleven sections will be discussed. 

 Section 3 of the Act, as shown in Figure I, set out the conditions under which the 

allowance may be paid, “subject to the provisions of this Act and the regulations a 

monthly allowance may be paid towards the support of the dependent children of a 

61 Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt (Toronto: 
York University Press, 2002), p. 363-364. 

62 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act, 1920, p. 384. 

63 Ibid. 

64 Ibid. 
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mother who [falls under this section],65 and it included seven sub-sections. Section 3(a) 

stated that the first category of mother who was eligible for the allowance was the widow 

or wife of a man who was an inmate in the hospital for the insane in Ontario, or a man 

who was permanently incapable of physically supporting the family.66 What is important 

here is that the individuals who drafted this piece of legislation did not restrict the 

allowance to widows only; they also included mothers with incapacitated husbands. 

 Sub-sections 3(b), (c), (d) and (e) are concerned with the residence status of the 

mother: Was she a resident of Canada at the time of the death or incapacitation of her 

husband, and did she reside in Ontario. It also stated that she must be a British citizen. 

 Section 3(f) is very interesting, and central to the analysis of this thesis. It states 

that the mother must be, “a fit and proper person to have the care and custody of her 

children.”67 This phrase is notable because it raises many questions, such as what is a ‘fit’ 

or ‘proper’ person, and does it also refer to a ‘fit’ and ‘proper’ woman? If the creators of 

65 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act, 1920, p. 384. 

66 In researching the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance I came across hundreds of cases, and chose seventeen 
from 1920-1939, because I wanted to focus on the developmental years of the allowance program. The 
application forms of these cases revealed that three involved the incapacitation of the husband in hospital, 
two involved the desertion of the husband, seven involved the death of the husband, three involved the 
husband being in the home but permanently incapacitated, and one other case. And in one the status of the 
husband was unknown. Of the sixteen cases, seven were used in this thesis in the analysis of particular 
aspects of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance process. Three of the six cases involved the husband being 
placed in a hospital, one involved the husband being within the home but permanently incapacitated, and 
two involved the death of the husband. I also used one applicant, the status of whose husband was not 
included within the file I received: the Ethel Jamieson case. These cases were chosen because of the great 
detail included in each of their case files.  
67 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act, 1920, p. 385. 
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the Act meant ‘fit and proper woman’ what standards did women have to meet in order to 

qualify. The meaning of the phrase and subsequent questions will be a continuous theme 

in this thesis, because it is integral to the understanding of the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance process as a whole. 

 The final sub-section, 3(g), indicated that a mother must have been living with, 

“two or more of her own children under fourteen years of age and have no adequate 

means to care properly for them without the assistance of an allowance under this Act.”68 

In other words, this sub-section sought to ensure that 1) the mother lived with at least two 

of her children who were under fourteen, and 2) the mother was not able to care for them 

on her own.   

In 1921 there was an amendment to the Act, allowing mothers who had been 

deserted by their husbands to be eligible for the allowance. It stated that if the mother’s 

husband had not been heard from for at least five years they could be eligible.69 This was 

further amended in 1935, to read three years instead of five. The 1921 amendment also 

changed the age requirement of the children in the home to under fourteen from under 

sixteen. The amendment was also further amended in 1946 to included the following 

statement: 

  

68 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act, 1920, p. 385. 

69 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act, Act to amend the Mothers’ Allowance Act, 1921, p. 271. 
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Where a child in respect of whom an allowance is being paid is attending school and 
reaches the age of sixteen years during the school year, the allowance shall, subject to the 
other provisions of the Act and the regulations, continue to be paid until the conclusion of 
the school year, unless the child sooner ceases to attend school.70 

 

 Section 4 involved the establishment of the Commission and the appointment of 

commission members, such as the Chairman and Vice-Chairman. It also stated, as 

recommended in the report written for the Department of Labour, that the Commission 

would be made up of five people, and that two of these must be women. 

 In Section 6, there five sub-sections that are important because they lay out the 

duties of the Commission, as follows: 

a) “To inquire as to the persons qualified as provided by Section 3 to receive allowances 
under this Act, in any country or district or city or separated town in Ontario;  
 

b) To obtain such information as to such a person as the regulations may require; 
 

 
c) To receive through local boards or otherwise applications by or on behalf of persons 

who qualified for the payment of allowances under this Act and to consider the same; 
 
d) To fix the maximum and minimum allowances which may be granted under this Act;  

 
e) To make order granting allowances to mothers by whom or on whose behalf 

application is made to the Commission to be qualified to receive such allowances.”71 
 
 
These sub-sections are key, because they are the basis for the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance process. Sub-section (a) essentially allows full investigation of the applicants’ 

70 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act, Act to amend the Mothers’ Allowance Act, 1921, p. 299. 

71 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act, 1920, p. 386. 
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and recipients’ lives, in order to determine if they are eligible for the allowance. Sub-

section (b) allows all knowledge or information about each applicant and recipient to be 

collected and held by the Commission, to do with as they wish; it is clear that this sub-

section could allow Commission members to use the information to manage the 

allowance recipients. All these sub-sections will be discussed in more depth in Chapter 3: 

the examination of the process of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance, and how the theories 

of Michel Foucault apply to the process, such as the ideas of knowledge collection and 

surveillance. 

 Section 8, Sub-section 8, is also important, because it illustrates how the lives of 

recipients were under constant scrutiny. The sub-section states that:  

 

Notice in writing, signed by the Chairman, that such allowance has been granted with the 
name and place of residence of the person to whom the same is payable, and stating that 
the municipal corporation of the county, city or town will be required to contribute to 
such allowance as hereinafter provided shall be sent by registered post to the clerk of the 
corporation of the county, city or town of which such person is resident.72 

 

In other words, each woman receiving the allowance would have their name and 

residential address displayed on a notice board which is accessible to the entire 

community. This is a blatant example of the control over the recipients that the 

Commission exercised. It also contradicts a statement in the Commission’s first annual 

report: that they will attempt to provide each applicant and recipient with a dignified way 

72 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act, 1920, p. 387. 
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of going through the allowance process, and that they did not want the process to be too 

imposing on the women. It is doubtful that the posting of each recipient’s name and 

address could be considered dignified. 

 

The Commission 

 

The five individuals who were appointed to oversee the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance were Rev. Peter Bryce (Chairman), Dr. Elizabeth Shortt (Vice-Chairman), 

Major Thomas J. Murphy, dairy farmer Arthur J. Reynolds and labour representative 

Minnie Singer. 73  

Dr. Shortt had strong views about how the Commission and the application 

process should function. In a July 27, 1922 interview with the Ottawa Citizen, she stated 

that: 

 

If there was one reason for the existence of any system of mothers’ pensions...it was that, 
where a woman became a widow and necessity drove her into the labour market, parental 
supervision of the children was lacking for the greater part of the day, and many of them 
became a charge on the community later in one way or another. It was in order to bring 
back parental supervision for children and secure for the country a larger percentage of 
good citizens that the state is justified in instituting a system of mothers’ pensions or 
allowances.74 

73 Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt, 1859-1949 
(Toronto: York University Press, 2002), p. 364. 

74 Ottawa Citizen (July 27th 1927). 
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She felt that a mothers’ allowance system in Ontario would contribute to the development 

of a higher standard of citizen in the province, and potentially across the country.  

 In a 1920 article Dr. Shortt wrote for the Victorian Order of Nurses of Canada, 

entitled Mothers’ Allowance, she introduced the notion of the mother as an employee of 

the state; this was a theme throughout the Ontario Mother’s Allowance process and 

documentation. She argued that as an employee of the Provincial Government, each 

recipient would be paid at the end of each month if she properly cares for her children. 

She also stated that, “She [the mother] must be a fit and proper person to bring up 

children, and she must make it her first business to make them healthy of mind, body and 

morals. Otherwise, she may be discharged as an unprofitable employee or, in other 

words, the allowance may cease.”75  

The goal of the Commission was to ensure the welfare of children, while 

promoting the understanding that the Ontario Mother’s Allowance was not a ‘charity’ but 

an employment payment process similar to that indicated in Shortt’s 1920 article for the 

Victorian Order of Nurses of Canada. The Commission stated that, as an employee, a 

recipient must: 

 

75 Elizabeth Shortt “Mothers’ Allowance” in Victorian Order of Nurses of Canada (1920), p. 21. 



44

Not only satisfy the Commission of her fitness to receive an allowance at the time of her 
application, but she must satisfy them that she is fulfilling the trust which is being placed 
in her, and co-operation with the official visitors of the Commission and local boards is 
necessary toward this end. Satisfactory reports of the health and general welfare of the 
children must be received if the allowance is to be continued.76 

 

 The Commission’s first order of business was to appoint a, “Local Board in each 

city, separate town, county and Judicial district.”77 A total of ninety-six Boards were to 

be established in the province. One of the main qualifications for individuals seeking 

membership on the Boards was that they must be citizens, “of good standing in the 

community [and must be] sympathetic with the Act.”78 This indirectly ensured that 

middle-class men and women of ‘respectable’ character would be selected to oversee the 

allowances in their area. The choice of who would be appointed to the Local Boards was 

very important to the application process, because the Commission did not make 

decisions on individual cases without the recommendation of the Boards. 

The second order of business was the appointment of the investigators of the 

Commission, the majority of whom were women. These individuals would take on the 

duties listed in Section 6(a) and (b) of the Ontario Mothers’ Act of 1920; essentially 

collecting the required information and documentation about each applicant and 

76 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, First Annual Report (Ottawa: Government of Ontario, 1922), 
p. 60. 

77 Ibid,  p. 9. 

78 Ibid. 
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recipient, and at the same time providing them with advice on how to best use their 

allowance and maintain their homes. The second annual report, published in 1923, stated 

that the seventeen investigators employed by the Commission conducted 25,781 visits in 

1921. 

 

Duties of the investigators: 

 

The duties of the investigators included three main tasks: data collection through 

forms, interviews and visitations; supervision of the recipients; and giving mothers advice 

on issues such as home maintenance and children’s sleep schedules. Though the first 

task—the collection of data— was accomplished in many different ways, reports were 

the predominant means of gathering information on recipients. Each investigator was 

required to write up a report on the progress, or lack of progress, made by the recipient 

for each visit they conducted; the reports tended to be quite short, more like notes. An 

example is the case of Hazel Jones (note: the names of recipients have been changed to 

ensure their privacy); the investigator in charge of her case stated in a report on March 

12, 1924, that: 
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The three children well cared for with mother, two attending school. No change in 
household. Rent. $15. Paid for house. One Victory bond came due, and the mother got 
family winter clothing with the $50. Hazel Jones’ [mothers’ allowance] $40.79 

 

This a prime example of the regular reports the investigators would write. Though it is 

basic and simple, it demonstrates that the investigator was closely monitoring that the 

children were being taken care of, that the majority of them were going to school, and 

that the recipient was using her funds properly. It also shows that other forms of financial 

assistance she was obtaining were being recorded. 

The investigators were also required to complete a standardized yearly report form, 

with specific sections in which to record information about the recipient. This was 

essentially a template with boxes that the investigator filled out regarding such matters as 

the number of children in home under sixteen years old, the summary of average monthly 

expenses and details of other sources of income. It included a small ‘Narrative Report’ 

section, where the investigators could record their opinions on the conduct of the 

recipient. In the case of Hazel Jones, investigator J. Kennedy indicated that, “This is a 

very fine case. The oldest boy is attending Technical and working after hours for the 

City. This job may not last. Children getting through school with honours. Clean, well 

managed home.”80  

79 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Hazel Jones (March 12, 1924). 

80 Ibid, July 7th 1932. 
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The investigators were also responsible for providing advice to the recipients, and 

supervising them to ensure the advice was being followed. The first visit by the 

investigator in charge of a recipient’s case was the start of the supervision. The two of 

them would sit down and create a suitable plan under which the home will be run.  

 

This involves the consideration and arrangement of such questions as the mother’s own 
employment, its nature and its hours, providing for the maximum amount of time the 
mother can be at home with her children, the employment of children of earning age and 
the amount of their contributions to the home, the choice of a home, its convenience to 
school and work, its environment and housing conditions and the expenditure of the 
allowance in the most advantages and economical way.81 

 

This advice was given to all the recipients, whether they wanted it or not. In the first 

annual report, the Commission noted that the majority of recipients welcomed the visits 

and advice from the investigators. The ‘friendly’ visits allowed the investigators to 

observe if their advice had been taken, and if there was any improper behaviour, such as 

immoral conduct by the mothers. 

 

 

 

 

81 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, First Annual Report (Ottawa: Government of Ontario, 1922), 
p. 18. 
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Success and Failure: 

 

 Naturally, as a provincially funded Commission the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance 

did not like to dwell on failed cases in the annual reports, but instead focused on what 

they called ‘success stories’. The only mention of mothers who were either rejected or 

had their allowance cancelled in the first annual report, was to indicate that these actions 

were taken because the recipient was deemed not to be a ‘fit and proper mother’. In each 

of these situations, the Commission would write a full report and file it with the 

Children’s Aid Society, which meant that these mothers could be forced to give up their 

children on the recommendation of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission. 

 The success stories were a different matter; the annual reports were full of 

examples of mothers who had substantially improved their lives and lifestyles because of 

the allowance they were given. The first annual report indicates that all the investigators 

witnessed great changes in the homes of recipients during the first year of receiving the 

allowance. They stated that there was, “change in the faces of the mothers…pinched and 

thin faces have filled out.”82 They also reported hearing many mothers, “speak of the 

comfort of being able to rest,[when before] she had wondered how much longer she 

could stand the exhaustion that came from working all day and every day away from 

82 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, First Annual Report (Ottawa: Government of Ontario, 1922), 
p. 19. 
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home and then at home, [then] working late into the night doing the family washing, 

mending and cooking.”83 

 The second annual report includes a story by an investigator that reflects how the 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission was intended to work. It demonstrates the 

wonderful success that the Commission and its endeavours could make possible: 

 

When I first visited this applicant in October, 1920, I was met at the door of the tenement 
house by the mother who, with a small baby in her arms, was untidy and bedraggled, 
badly dressed, neglected and discouraged. Her eyes seemed to have no expression but 
one of weariness and despondency. The baby was dressed in a patched flannelette night 
dress, its best. The front room I was shown into was so damp and cold that I asked if she 
had fuel. The reply was ‘we never have a fire in this room’. The family was dependent on 
the town, the husband having been ill for some months before his death. My next visit to 
the home was after the pension had been going to it for some months. It was 5:30 pm 
when I called, and when met at the door by the mother I had to look closely to recognize 
her. She was dressed in a clean, neatly worn dress, her hair nicely arranged and, best of 
all, a look of hope and contentment on her face. She asked me to come into the kitchen 
which was used as a living room, and here the evening meal was ready, with a clean 
white cloth, a warm bright fire and the children sitting around a simple but wholesome 
meal. The whole atmosphere was one of happiness and comfort.84 

 

This story does not represent the majority of recipients, however, as many were not 

able to live solely off the monthly allowance, and had to have other forms of income 

in order make ends meet. One example is the case of Bessie Johnson, who had to 

83 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, First Annual Report (Ottawa: Government of Ontario, 1922), 
p. 19. 

84 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, Second Annual Report (Ottawa: Government of Ontario, 
1923), p. 24. 
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supplement her monthly allowance to pay the bills. The following table illustrates 

how inadequate and limiting the financial assistance was for mothers such as Bessie : 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The story within the annual report does not represent how the process of the Ontario 

Mothers’ Allowance was actually carried out. Many of the recipients were unhappy 

because a) they had their allowance taken away unfairly or b) were, for all intents and 

purposes, coerced into behaving in a specific manner in order to keep their allowance. 

One example is the case of Amelia Ernest, whose husband had been a mental patient in 

the Ontario Hospital. Amelia followed every rule of the investigators and the 

Commission, including asking for permission to use her monthly allowance to replace her 

old chimney. However, when she wanted to bring her dying husband home, she received 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Bessie Johnson (May 10, 1935).

Monthly Expenses: Income: 

Rent $27.00 $0.00 (unemployed) 

Hydro $1.50 Boarders (her daughter and 
husband) $11.00 

Gas $4.00 Allowance $35.00 

City Relief $17.00 City Relief (groceries) $8.00 

Adams Co. $2.00  

Total: $54.70 Total: $54.0085 
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a letter from the Commission stating that, “if you decide to bring your husband home 

from the Ontario Hospital your allowance will be immediately cancelled. I would advise 

you, therefore, not to disturb him where he is at present.”86 Her case file doesn’t indicate 

if she brought her husband home, but it is unlikely, since this incident occurred in 1929 

and her case file states that she continued to receive the allowance until 1938. 

Another example of unfair treatment of recipients that was not included in the 

annual reports was the case of Ruth Darby. Ruth had her allowance taken away in 1928 

because the Commission determined that her husband was fit to do ‘light’ labour, and 

therefore she was no longer eligible for assistance. Her husband had been a patient at the 

Ontario Hospital for the insane because he had been diagnosed as having delusions about 

his wife. He had been released on the grounds that he would be fine as long as he did not 

live with his wife (advised by the Medical Superintendent of the facility).   

A letter, written in February, 1928 by the Acting Chief Investigator (Harry 

Bentley), states that, “according to our records [Mr. Darby] has sufficiently recovered to 

enable him to take part again in remunerative labour, and so long as his condition is such, 

his wife is not eligible to participate in the benefits of this Act. The question whether a 

man will or will not support his family is one that cannot be dealt with by the Mothers’ 

Allowances Commission.”87 Due to Mr. Bentley’s recommendation the Commission 

86 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Amelia Ernest (September 16, 1929). 

87 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Ruth Darby  (February 1928). 
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revoked Ruth’s allowance, and seemed to have no intention of allowing her to get it back. 

However, over one hundred residents in her community signed a petition asking the 

Commission to change their decision; the public pressure persuaded the Commission  to 

agree, and the allowance was reinstated. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 This chapter examined the events, individuals and organizations that participated 

in the creation of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance in 1920. The beginning of the chapter 

described the significant impacts of World War I and the Canadian Patriotic Fund, which 

highlighted not only the need to support mothers with dependent children, but also 

influenced the design of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance process, including the notion of 

continuous supervision of recipients of the allowance. It described how organizations 

such as the National Council of Women of Canada and the Committee on Mothers’ 

Allowance were also influential in establishing the allowance, through their strong 

campaigning and the development of the National Council of Women of Canada’s 

experimental allowance. Several important individuals involved in the mothers’ 

allowance campaign were discussed, including Lady Aberdeen and Dr. Elizabeth Shortt. 

Dr. Shortt was shown as not only a very influential figure in the National Council of 

Women of Canada and the campaign for the allowance scheme, but also in the 

developmental years of the Commission, as Vice-Chairman of the allowance. 
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 The final section of the chapter examined the specific structure and wording of 

the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act of 1920, and how the Act was designed to define 

who was eligible for the allowance, the duties of the Commission, and public notice of 

who was receiving the allowance. In addition, it described how, even though the 

Commission attempted to portray the allowance process as highly successful and the 

recipients as very pleased, there were actually many problems; numerous cases of 

mothers being either strongly warned, even threatened, that their allowance could be 

revoked, or where it was revoked for unfair reasons. The chapter also investigated how 

information collected about the recipients, including doctors’ certificates, principals’ 

notes and investigation reports, was used to not only determine recipients’ eligibility, but 

also to control their behaviour. 

The next chapter will examine the notion of collecting and using specific 

information about individuals by under Michel Foucault’s concept of governmentality, 

which demonstrates that information can be used as tool for governing the conduct of 

others. 
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CHAPTER 3: MICHAEL FOUCAULT AND 

THE ONTARIO MOTHERS’ ALLOWANCE 

 

Introduction 

 

In North American society, the problematization of issues can result in the 

development of strategies of governance that involve many different institutions, 

organizations and individuals, both within and outside the central state. An example is the 

issue of financial support for mothers with dependent children, and the creation of the 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Act and scheme in 1920. The allowance scheme developed 

under this Act (described in the previous chapter) was not designed to simply hand over a 

monthly allowance to eligible mothers without conditions; the administrators of the 

allowance also attempted to shape the mothers’ behaviour by supervising their use of the 

allowance and their homemaking skills, through regular visits by investigators.  

The Ontario Mothers’ Allowance scheme was based on the premise of altering the 

behaviour of lower-class mothers. For example, the scheme was brought to the attention 

of the state by middle-class individuals, some of whom not only conducted their own 

form of governance through an experimental allowance program, but also campaigned to 

have the state pass legislation to further the governance process. Thus a form of multi-

governance existed within the allowance process itself: the investigators and Commission 



  

 

55

members, though agents of the state, were also agents in their own right; agents of the 

middle-class, projecting the values and norms of their class on the recipients of the 

allowance. 

The goal of this chapter is to examine: the process used for the collection of 

information, or ‘knowledge’; the effect of the concepts of truth and power on the 

collection of individuals’ knowledge; and how this knowledge can be used by individuals 

and organizations to not only become experts and further their expertise, but also as a tool 

for governing the individuals who provide the information. How members of the Ontario 

Mothers’ Allowance Commission, as agents of the state, use the process as a tool to 

control mothers for the state is explored, as well as how individual members of the 

Commission, including the investigators, were agents of governance for their class; how 

they were able use their positions of authority to force their middle-class values and 

beliefs on the recipients, in the hope of altering their behaviour.  

In order to fully understand the process of knowledge collection, the effects that 

concepts such as power, truth and knowledge have on the process, and the use of the 

knowledge to govern others, the chapter will examine the theory of ‘governmentality’ 

developed by Michel Foucault. Analysis of governmentality will involve exploration of 

the ideas and intent of governance—both the governing of others and of the self—and 

how Foucault’s theory relates to the concepts of power, truth, knowledge, expertise and 

surveillance. The theory and these five concepts will be examined using examples from 
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the Ontario Mothers Allowance, with a particular focus on the recipients, investigators 

and allowance Commission members. In order to apply the concepts and theory to the 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance effectively, the chapter will examine cases compiled by the 

Commission’s investigators. The case files include the assessment reports written by the 

investigators, with detailed information on each recipient. The annual reports produced 

by the Commission will also be discussed, to illustrate the structure designed by the 

Commission for conducting investigations and visitations. 

Alan Hunt suggests that a study of governmentality must include analysis of the 

regulation and governance of individuals in society, through the use of, “a variety of 

different social positions. For simplicity’s sake these distinct positions can be designated 

as regulation from above, from ‘the middle’ and from below.”88  

For Hunt, governance from above comes via state sanctioned programs, 

governance from the middle via organizations such as the National Council of Women of 

Canada, and governance from below via individuals in society. In Governing Morals 

Hunt gives an example of governance from below: individuals posting the addresses of 

child molesters around their neighbourhoods as a way to deal with the issue of child 

molestation in their community.89 

88 Alan Hunt, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral Regulation (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999), p. 5. 

89 Though governance from below is a very important level of governance, for the purpose of this paper 
only the governance from above and middle will be examined in the analysis the Ontario Mothers’ 
Allowance and the issues surrounding it. 
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The institutions, organizations and individuals collect information on individuals 

and use it to not only become experts on the specific issues that have been problematized, 

but to also govern the providers of the information. For example, the National Council of 

Women of Canada, founded in 1893, and comprised of, “local, provincial and national 

woman’s clubs, associations and societies,”90 used the information they gathered in an 

experimental allowance scheme they developed to shape the behaviour of the recipients. 

Each applicant was investigated to determine their eligibility for the monthly allowance 

during the application process, and each recipient was visited and monitored on a regular 

basis. Both the determination of eligibility and the recipient monitoring provided detailed 

information about the mothers.  

 Due to the development and implementation of the experimental mothers’ pension 

scheme, the members of the National Council of Women of Canada became ‘experts’ on 

the needy, particularly mothers and their children.91 They used the expertise they 

acquired through the collection of knowledge as a tool to govern mothers receiving the 

allowance; they felt their expertise gave them the right to advise the mothers on how to 

be better homemakers, and how to make proper use of the money given to them.  

90 Veronica Strong-Boag, A Woman with a Purpose: the diaries of Elizabeth Smith, 1872-1884 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1980), p. 56. 

91 Margaret Little No Car, No Radio, No Liquor Permit: The Moral Regulation of Single Mothers in 
Ontario, 1920-1996 (Toronto: University of Oxford Press, 1998), p. 12. 
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One of the members of the National Council of Women of Canada, Dr. Elizabeth 

Smith Shortt, became an expert on disadvantaged mothers and allowances. A 

Commission was formed upon the enactment of the allowance, and Dr. Shortt, due to her 

expertise on needy mothers gained through her volunteer work with the National Council 

of Women of Canada in Ottawa, was appointed Vice-Chairman of the Commission. 

 Though the views of this thesis concur with Hunt and Wickham, to the extent that 

governance involves many different institutions and individuals, the thesis also maintains 

that individuals involved in the governance of others could, in a sense, be considered 

double-agents; agents of the state and the middle-class simultaneously. The members of 

the Commission, including the investigators, were clearly agents of the state, since 

governing recipients was part of their job. However, they were also acting as agents of 

their class, as they imposed their middle-class norms and values on the lower-class 

allowance recipients, with the intent of shaping them into an image of the middle-class. 

 

Governmentality 

 

 In order to conduct the analysis of this chapter, it is important to first discuss the 

notions surrounding the governance of the individual: how and why we govern and are 

governed, and who is governing who.  
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Governmentality is defined as the ‘art’ of government. Breaking the term down 

results in ‘govern’ and ‘mentality’, thus it can be considered the mentality of governing; 

the way government is implemented and conducted, and the thinking that embodies it.  

 

“The idea of mentalities of government, then, emphasizes the way in which the thought 
involved in practices of government is collective and relatively taken for granted.”92  

 

In addition, referring to governmentality as the ‘art’ of government is to, “suggest that 

governing is an activity which requires craft, imagination, shrewd fashioning, the use of 

tacit skills and practical knowhow, the employment of intuition.” 93  

One of the mainstays of this definition of government is that governmentality, as 

previously indicated, allows for an alteration in the focus of governing, a move away 

from the assumption that the state is the sole governing body in society. In 

Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society Mitchell Dean argues that one tends 

to make such assumptions when discussing the notion of government and governance, 

and that for the majority of society the issue of ‘government’ is identified with the state 

as the central body of governing power.94 Scholars such as Philip Corrigan and Derek 

92 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (London: Sage, 1999), p. 16. 

93 Ibid, p. 18. 

94 Ibid, p. 9. 
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Sayer95 believe that the state should be considered the sole body involved in the process 

of governance.  

Governmentality is a theoretical framework that, “regards the exercise of power 

and authority as anything but self-evident.”96 In other words, in the study of 

governmentality, instead of seeing an institution such as the state as the sole body of 

governance, there is an understanding that there are ,“a whole variety of authorities 

[governing] in different sites, in relation to different objectives.”97  

Foucault argues in Power/Knowledge that he believes the state is important, not 

unimportant, and that to understand governance and power to a broader extent one must 

go beyond the state and examine the other actors involved in the practice of 

governance.98 Narrowing the field to consider the state as the sole administrator of 

governance and regulation restricts the analysis, because it does not reflect the whole 

picture. 

95 Corrigan, Philip.  “On Moral Regulation: Some Preliminary Remarks,” in Sociological Review (Vol. 29, 
No.2, 1981).  And  

Corrigan, Philip and Derek Sayer, The Great Arch; English State Formation as Cultural Revolution. 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1985). 

96 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (London: Sage, 1999), p. 9. 

97 Nikolas Rose, Pat O`Malley, and Mariana Valverde “Governmentality” in Reviews In Advance (2006), p. 
5.3. 

98 Foucault, Michel, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 ( New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1977), p. 122. 
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Governmentality also includes the concept of the ‘conduct of conduct’. This plays 

on the two uses of the word: the verb form, “‘[t]o conduct’ means to lead, to direct or to 

guide, and perhaps implies some sort of calculation as to how this is to be done,”99 and 

the noun form, “ ‘conduct’ here refers to our behaviours, our actions and even our 

comportment; i.e. the articulated set of our behaviours.” 100 

Using the two forms of the word together—as in the ‘conduct of conduct’—

provides a view of the study of governance that shows how institutions, individuals and 

organizations attempt to conduct or shape the behaviour of others, and how individuals 

attempt to rationally shape their own conduct; i.e. the governance of others and the 

governance of the self. The ‘rational’ attempt to shape the conduct of others and 

ourselves implies aspects of norms and morality.  

 

If morality is understood as the attempt to make oneself [and others] accountable for 
[their] own actions, or as a practice in which human beings take their own conduct [and 
the conduct of others] to be subject to self-regulation, the government is an intensely 
moral activity.101  

 

99 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (London: Sage, 1999), p. 10. 

100 Ibid, p. 10. 

101 Ibid, p. 15. 
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Government is extremely moral, because it is engaged in a study of, “how both the 

‘governed’ and the ‘governors’ regulate themselves,”102 and how the individuals achieve 

the regulation; the practices that they use to direct and mould their conduct.  

 Dean argues that analysis of the governance of the self and others must include 

four major concerns. The first concern is he ‘what’ concern of governance: what are we 

attempting to act upon, what issue are we attempting to address, what type of behaviour 

is in need of eliminating or reshaping? The second concern is that of ‘how’: how do we 

govern this particular behaviour, how do we deal with it? The third is the ‘who’ concern: 

who are in the governance scheme, are we the governed or the governors? And the fourth 

concern is ‘why’: “why we govern or are governed; the ends or goal sought.”103 This final 

concern is the most important to Dean, because he argues that all forms of governance of 

the self or others involve some presupposed goal or desire that one hopes to achieve. 

 If we use the example of the National Council of Women of Canada’s 

experimental pension, we can see these four concerns in practice. The ‘what’ concern 

(the behaviours being governed) are the issues of poverty and ‘improper’ mothering 

skills. The ‘how’ concern (how is the behaviour governed) is through the use of the 

financial assistance given by the National Council of Women in Canada’s two local 

councils in Toronto and Winnipeg. Using the financial assistance, the National Council of 

102 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (London: Sage, 1999), p. 12 

103 Ibid, p. 17. 
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Women of Canada’s local councils could govern the behaviour of the women they were 

providing assistance to.  

With respect to the ‘who’ concern (who will be the governors and the governed) the 

governors would be the members of the National Council of Women of Canada who are 

in charge of the distribution of the monthly allowance and the monitoring of the mothers, 

and the governed would be the mothers. And the ‘why’ concern (why are particular 

individuals governed and why are others doing the governing) relates to the case of the 

National Council of Women of Canada which will be discussed in the expertise portion 

of this chapter. There was an emergence of a new middle-class in Britain and North 

American society at the time, and with it came the ideal of respectability, particularly that 

of the mother. Middle-class mothers were viewed as the ideal model for society, and thus 

the opposite, the working-class and poorer classes, had to be governed in order to shape 

them into more of a middle-class ideal. They needed to be taught the correct behaviour of 

a mother—proper mothering skills—and they had to be monitored at all times, to ensure 

that they did not revert back to their old behaviours. 

The concerns of Dean, and the discussion of governance of the self and others, allows 

the four concepts of truth, power, knowledge and expertise to be considered. The 

concepts are clearly interconnected.  
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Truth, Power, Knowledge and Expertise 

 

Truth:  

 

The manner in which we govern others and ourselves directs how we produce truth. 

Michel Foucault believes that, in our society, truth is made up of five traits: One, the 

production of truth is based on the creation of discourse that is produced by institutions. 

Two, truth is, “subjected to constant economic and political incitement,”104 meaning that 

there is continuous demand for the production of truth to support economic and political 

power. Three, it is, “the object, under diverse forms, of immense diffusion and 

consumption (circulating through apparatuses of education).”105 Four, it is created and 

used under the control of certain political and economic apparatuses, such as universities, 

the army and the media. And five, “it is the issue of a whole political debate and social 

confrontation (‘ideological’ struggles).”106 

Foucault maintains that there is a battle occurring around the notion of truth. In an 

interview with Alessandro Fontana and Pasquale Pasquino, he states that: 

 

104 Foucault, Michel, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1977), p. 131. 

105 Ibid. 

106 Ibid, p. 132. 
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There is a battle ‘for truth’ or at least ‘around truth’ – it being understood…that by truth I do 
not mean ‘the ensemble of truths which are to be discovered and accepted’ but rather ‘the 
ensemble of rules according to which the true and false are separated and specific effects of 
power attached to the true’, it being understood also that it’s not a matter of a battle ‘on 
behalf’ of the truth, but a battle about the status of truth and the economic and political roles 
it plays…Truth is to be understood as a system of ordered procedures for the production, 
regulation, distribution, circulation and operation of statements. 107 

 

Hunt and Wickham assert that the production of truth, according to Foucault, is a way to 

establish what is true and what is false, and that it determines which sets of discourse are 

deemed truthful and which should be discarded; it excludes, even marginalizes, 

competing truths.108  

Hunt and Wickham also maintain that Foucault’s concept of truth is not the ‘truth’ 

established prior to the Enlightenment, which was seen as neutral and separate from 

power. Foucault’s ‘truth’ is just the opposite, “It is one of the most important vehicles 

and expressions of power; power is exercised through the production and dissemination 

of truth.”109 

 

107 Foucault, Michel, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1977), p. p. 131. 

108 Alan Hunt and Gary Wickham, Foucault and Law: Towards a Sociology of Law as Governance 
(London: Pluto Press, 1994), p. 11. 

109Ibid. 
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Power: 

 

It is clear that power has been associated with many different discourses over the last 

several decades, and that it is associated with issues such as war and crime. However, 

Foucault rejects the notion of power as a zero-sum game, where one individual has to 

lose power in order for another to gain it; that there is a finite amount of power to go 

around, and a zero-sum game that takes power away from another.  

Foucault maintains that power is not something that can be possessed;110 that certain 

agents do not, “ ‘hold’ power and that others lack it. [Foucault argues that] we should 

view power as present in all forms of social relations, as something that is ‘at work’ in 

every situation; for Foucault power is everywhere.”111  

Hunt and Wickham argue that though Foucault believes that power must be 

distinguished as something that cannot be possessed, and that it is everywhere and within 

110 Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 185. 

111 Alan Hunt and Gary Wickham, Foucault and Law: Towards a Sociology of Law as Governance 
(London: Pluto Press, 1994), p. 15. 
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everything; it does not mean that power has to be neutral. “This is very clear from the fact 

that he continues to stress that there are rulers and ruled, dominators and dominated.”112  

Barry Smart agrees with Wickham and Hunt that power is not something that can be 

possessed by an individual or institution. He takes the argument a step further, by 

suggesting that power can be defined through the actions of individual actors; that it is in 

a sense a capacity. That, “Power has been defined as the capacity of agents to realize their 

will or interest over and against the will or interest of another.”113  

The example of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance scheme, and those involved in it, 

illustrates the process and capacity of power that Foucault, Hunt, Wickham and Smart 

discuss; particularly with respect to the allowance recipients, who lost their capacity for 

choice. By choosing to receive the assistance, and providing all the information about 

their lives to the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance, they relinquish their capacity to run their 

lives themselves; to spend their money and conduct their own lives. 

 

 

 

 

112 Alan Hunt and Gary Wickham, Foucault and Law: Towards a Sociology of Law as Governance 
(London: Pluto Press, 1994), p. 15. 

113 Barry Smart, Michel Foucault (London: Routledge, 1985), p. 122. 
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Knowledge: 

 

Knowledge is a very important concept, because, like truth, its very creation involves 

power; it is an instrument of power. Foucault is well known for linking power and 

knowledge since, in a way, they feed off of each other.114 He suggests that: 

 

We should admit…that power produces knowledge (and not simply by encouraging it 
because it serves power or by applying it because it is useful); that power and knowledge 
directly imply one another; that there is no power relation without the correlative constitution 
of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the 
same time power relations.115  

 

Hunt and Wickham believe that knowledge not only supports power, it is also the 

instrument of power. They state that, as with the establishment of certain discourses of 

truth, knowledge too excludes; that, “just as discourses exclude or marginalize some 

other discourses while empowering others, so sites of knowledge also subordinate other 

knowledge.”116  

114 Barry Smart, Michel Foucault (London: Routledge, 1985), p. 76. 

115 Foucault, Michel, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1977), p. 
27. 

116 Alan Hunt and Gary Wickham, Foucault and Law: Towards a Sociology of Law as Governance 
(London: Pluto Press, 1994), p. 13. 
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In their discussion of knowledge, Hunt and Wickham direct attention to 

Foucault’s analysis of a prison as an ‘apparatus of knowledge’.117 In Discipline and 

Punish, Foucault presents the example of the Panopticon, a prison with a specific 

architectural design that facilitates knowledge collection. Several methods of gathering 

knowledge take place in a Panopticon, and two of these are discussed in this chapter.  

The first technique is surveillance, which includes a self-regulating mechanism. 

The prisoners are in a state, “of conscious and permanent visibility that [assures] the 

automatic functioning of power, so to arrange things that the surveillance is permanent in 

its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action.”118 Thus, the inmates conduct their 

own surveillance (i.e. they become self-regulating) once the visible surveillance 

apparatuses are removed, because they believe that their actions are potentially being 

observed at all times. This becomes an internalized mechanism that aids in the regulation 

of the prison. 

The second technique for gathering knowledge in a prison Panopticon is the 

examination. This has two important features to it: The first is that, “individuals are 

located in a field of visibility, subjected to a mechanism of objectification, and thereby to 

117 Alan Hunt and Gary Wickham, Foucault and Law: Towards a Sociology of Law as Governance 
(London: Pluto Press, 1994), p. 13. 

118  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1977), p. 
201. 
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the exercise of power.”119 The second feature involves the use of paperwork; the 

compiling of  specific data about each prisoner into reports and files, and, “organized into 

general registers and cumulative systems.”120  

The two features of the examination are important because together they collect 

and organize knowledge about individuals that can then be used to govern them. The 

analysis of the examination data allows the classification of specific individuals, in this 

case prisoners. In turn, the classification contributes to the development of a governance 

strategy regarding how to properly conduct the conduct of those individuals.  

 

Expertise: 

 

As noted, expertise can develop through the collection of knowledge on certain 

individuals. However, it can also emerge through the creation of discourses of truth; 

through the development of particular truths, individuals and organizations can take on 

the role of expert or governor. For example, prior to their collection of knowledge on 

needy mothers, Dr. Shortt and the members of the National Council of Women of Canada 

were able to enter the homes of lower-class women, due to the fact that they were 

middle-class.  

119 Barry Smart, Michel Foucault (London: Routledge, 1985), p. 87. 

120 Ibid, p. 87. 
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While the National Council of Women of Canada was intruding into the lives of 

working-class mothers, the Victorian era—and the emergence of a new model of the 

middle-class and the construction of truth discourse surrounding it as having, “a self-

conscious identity and a sense of its destiny as the most fitting architect of a new society” 

121 —had become strongly ingrained in the middle-class mentality in North America, 

particularly in the case of the middle-class woman. 

At the centre of the of the middle-class production of truth was the notion of 

respectability: the manner of behaviour deemed proper for society. The home was at the 

forefront of this discourse of respectability and the new middle-class, and it was 

established as the proper sphere for the wife and mother; since women were more 

nurturing and caring, their natural place was in the home.122 

Young middle-class women were also taught the importance of having a good moral 

character, as they were the moral guardians of the home and, as such, would ensure the 

moral stability of their own home one day. 

Established and reinforced by the middle-class, these ‘truths’ allowed women—such 

as those involved with the National Council of Women of Canada—to become ‘experts’ 

121 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1982), p. 3. 

122 Ramsay Cook and Wendy Mitchinson (eds.), The Proper Sphere: Woman’s Place in Canadian Society 
(Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 224. 
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capable of going into lower class homes and advising the mothers there how to behave in 

a more middle-class or ‘proper’ manner.123 

 

The Ontario Mothers’ Allowance and the use of Governmentality: 

 

Two members of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission were also major 

players in the campaign to create the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance: Rev. Peter Bryce, the 

Chairman of the Commission, and Dr. Elizabeth Shortt, the Vice-Chairman. 

Rev. Bryce was appointed Chairman due to his work with the needy in Toronto, 

as well as his activities with the Committee on Mothers’ Allowance. However, as 

previously discussed, prior to establishing himself as an ‘expert’ on the needy, he was 

able to assume a position of governor, similar to that of the members of the National 

Council of Women of Canada, because he represented one of the established truths if 

Canadian society: the moral purity of the church and the men of ‘God’.   

Dr. Shortt was appointed Vice-Chairman because of her work with the needy 

through her membership on the National Council of Women of Canada, her part in the 

experimental pension project, and her medical background. A prime example of the type 

of expertise she developed through her experiences with the National Council of Women 

of Canada, and the medical field, is the lecture she gave in the late 1800s entitled Hygiene 

123 The ‘truths’ discussed briefly here with respect to the development of the proper Victorian woman will 
be examined in depth in Chapter 4. 
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for Women. The lecture discussed the health of women and how it needed to be 

improved, and Elizabeth argued that, “The pity of it is that women as a rule do not 

understand how much they sin against their own health and that of the next generations. 

They accept ill health as their ‘lot’ or the will of God.”124 She emphasized the importance 

of fresh air and exercise to improving health to the female medical students in the 

audience.  

Dr. Shortt also advised the young women on cleaning their rooms, providing 

examples such as how to remove dust from the rugs and floors. The notion of cleanliness 

of the home and body discussed in the lecture was an important element of the process of 

the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance, and influenced how the allowance investigators 

attempted to alter the behaviour of lower-class women; they felt that recipients’ homes 

should be clean at all times. This is effectively illustrated by the case of Florence 

Adams,125 who was told by the investigator in charge of her case that her home was too 

dirty. The investigator, B.G Preston, reported on Jan. 29, 1926 that the: 

 

Place was fearfully untidy when I called and Benef [beneficiary] said she was away 
working. I told her there was no excuse and made her sweep while I was there and in 15 
minutes, she had it looking different. She…[is] slack and always will be. Place is an old 
shack and old floor and dirty wall paper. Woman clothes are fairly tidy, children raggy 

124 Elizabeth Smith Shortt Collection, File #1854, Lecture, Hygiene for Women (1800s), p. 1. 

125 Please note that the names of all recipients and applicants in the allowance process have been changed 
for privacy purposes. 
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and think they seldom see a bath. Has promised to do better and Rev. Mr. Miller is going 
to do his best to make her improve if it is at all possible.126  

 

The example of Florence Adams also highlights how the investigators, as middle-

class women, were completely ignorant of the issues faced by lower-class women. They 

assumed that recipients should be able to keep their homes clean no matter what, and that 

they had the time to do so. However, unlike middle-class mothers, these women did not 

have much time to clean, since they had to supplement their allowances by working 

outside the home, as was the case for Florence. Also, unlike B.G. Preston, Florence did 

not have a maid to help her with the cooking and cleaning, it was all up to her.127 

The development of the application process of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance 

Commission involved the appointment of investigators, many of whom had gained their 

‘expertise’ about needy mothers in the same way Bryce and Shortt had, through past 

involvement in charity organizations. The investigators would collect knowledge on the 

women applying for the allowance, to determine their level of need.  

The applicants had to make all documentation and knowledge about their lives 

available if the application process was to proceed. The documentation included 

marriage, birth and death certificates—the death certificates to prove that a spouse was in 

fact deceased—and doctors reports on matters such as the indefinite confinement of a 

126 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Florence Adams (January 29th 1926). 

127 The notion of cleanliness of the body and home will examined in depth in Chapter 4 when the purity 
movement is discussed. 
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spouse or child. The report filed by the investigator, along with the forms the Local 

Board would receive, would determine, “the fitness of the mother to bring up her children 

and to maintain the proper standards in the home.”128  

The investigators would also gather knowledge about the recipients to ensure they 

were not using the allowance improperly. All information on the mother, including the 

documentation provided during the application process, the regular visitation reports, 

letters from school teachers and principals regarding her children, and complaints filed 

against her would go into a case file, for the Commission and the investigator to review 

when they decided to do so. 

The application form is a prime example of the detailed information that each 

woman was required to provide during the application process. The form included 

numerous questions about the applicant’s husband, children and financial situation. Page 

twenty-one of Figure II (see at the back of these) illustrates the questions that were asked 

about the applicants’ relationships with their husbands, such as when and where they 

were married, were their husbands alive or dead, and if the husband was dead, the cause 

of death and where he had died. If the husband was a patient in a hospital they had to 

provide the name of the hospital, the admission date and if he was incapacitated.129 Page 

twenty-two of Figure II shows the type of financial questions the applicants were asked, 

128 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, First Annual Report (1922), p. 15. 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, Application for a Mothers’ Allowance (1937), p. 21.
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such as, “Have you adequate means to care properly for your children without the 

assistance of a Government allowance?”130 At the end of the application form the 

applicants were asked “If granted an allowance, do you agree to the best of your ability to 

keep your children under your care, and to make a good home for them?”131 

 The Commission also made sure the recipients understood that being granted the 

monthly allowance did not mean they were finished with the approval process. The 

recipient was expected to: 

 

Satisfy [the Commission and investigator] that she [was] fulfilling the trust which [was] 
being placed in her, and co-operate with the official visitors [the investigators] of the 
Commission and local boards… Satisfactory reports of the health and general welfare of 
the children [had] to be received if the allowance was to be continued.132  

 

It was the responsibility of the investigator assigned to a recipient’s case to ensure 

that the above conditions were met. The conditions would be evaluated at the 

investigator’s discretion, and he or she could choose to visit once a week or once a 

month; it depended on the investigator’s assessment of the level of supervision necessary. 

Advance notice was not a requirement of the visits, thus the investigator could and did 

visit whenever they chose. 

130 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, Application for a Mothers’ Allowance (1937), p. 22. 

131 Ibid. 

132 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, First Annual Report (1922), p. 60. 
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In its first annual report, the Commission stated that the investigators’ visits had 

two main aims. The first was to help the family to plan; the investigator and the mother 

would sit down and:  

 

Work out a suitable plan under which the home [would] be maintained. This [involved] 
the consideration and arrangement of such questions as the mother’s own employment, 
its nature and its hours, providing for the maximum amount of time the mother can be at 
home with her children, the employment of children of earning age and the amount of 
their contributions to the home, the choice of a home, its convenience to school and work, 
its environment and housing conditions and the expenditure of the allowance in the most 
advantageous and economical way.133 

 

The second aim of the visits was to ensure that the mother was behaving in the 

manner of ‘a fit and proper mother’ to determine whether her allowance should be 

revoked. Investigators were, “required to visit beneficiaries regularly with frequent 

reports to the Commission as to home conditions and the welfare of the children, as to the 

advisability of continuing or discontinuing the allowance, as to the changes of 

circumstances indicating that the allowance should be increased or decreased and as to 

the mother’s ability to wisely spend the allowance.” 134 

133 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, First Annual Report (1922), p. 18. 

134 Ibid. 
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Due to their ‘expertise’, the investigators were given the authority to advise the 

recipients, and monitor virtually every detail of their lives. If the recipient did not follow 

their advice they could have their allowance revoked. 

 There are two significant aspects of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance process 

related to the concepts of power and knowledge, once the allowance has been approved. 

The first is the visitation which, as previously discussed, could occur at any time, day or 

night. Thus the recipient was always wondering when the investigator might visit.  

The theme of surveillance, used in the prison Panopticon to regulate the behaviour 

of inmates, can also be applied to the relationship between the investigators and 

recipients of the allowance. Though there was no actual architectural structure that helped 

the investigators observe the recipients, there was still a sense of the ever-watching eye. 

The fear of potentially being caught doing something ‘improper’ by the investigators , or 

by others in their communities, caused the majority of recipients to govern their own 

behaviour; they self-regulated due to fear of the consequence of improper behaviour: the 

possibility of losing their allowance. 

The second aspect of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance process that relates to the 

concepts of knowledge and power involves the case files compiled by the investigators. 

These files could contain hundreds of documents detailing the lives of the recipients. An 

example of this is the file of recipient Amelia Ernest, which contained eighty-one 

documents, including the yearly reports filed by the investigator assigned to her file, local 

board related letters from and to her, hospital records about the institutionalization of her 
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husband for back problems, the forms filed by the investigator on special issues, the 

regular investigator’s reports (occurring from once or twice a month to every few 

months) and letters from the principal and teachers at the school four of her children 

attended, detailing the percentage of time the children were in attendance.135  

The principal of the school Amelia Ernest’s children attended provided the 

Commission with letters on a regular basis about the attendance of her children, as well 

as other information he felt was relevant to the continuance of Amelia’s allowance. In 

one letter he informed the Commission that from October 15 to November1 her two 

school-age children had attended normally, but they had been absent the first two weeks 

of November due to severe colds.136  

In another letter, the principal wrote about Amelia’s eldest daughter, Sarah, who 

was turning sixteen that month. He informed the Commission that Amelia: 

 

To the best of my knowledge, is a good mother, anxious to give the best education she 
can to her family of six children. I believe she is doing everything she reasonably can to 
supplement the allowance giver her. How she manages to house, clothe and feed seven, 
on the amount she receives is a secret that some of the rest of us would like to see 
disclosed.137 

135 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Amelia Ernest (1925-1938). 

136 Ibid, November 23rd 1928. 

Ibid, March 17th 1930. 
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All the above documents and letters were used to assess Amelia’s behaviour on a 

regular basis, and to ensure that she did not neglect her duties as a mother. One of the 

documents reveals that, though Amelia was good at controlling her children and they 

appeared to be well fed and clothed, her home was in poor condition. The state of the 

home was described as poor; cold and draughty with a leaky roof. It was noted that 

conditions with respect to cleanliness had improved, but that the home conditions still 

needed to be addressed.138 Amelia, fearing her allowance would be revoked, wrote 

several letters to the local board asking for permission to fix things around the home, 

such as the chimney, and also asked whether it would be acceptable to have her father-in-

law live with her.139  

Amelia is an example of how mothers were required to inform the Commission of 

everything they did, and provide highly detailed information about their lives. In one 

letter to the Commission, Amelia felt it was necessary to inform them of everything that 

was going on with her, and she also asked their advice on her situation: 

 

I have thought it best to write and ask what is best for me to do. As I cannot run the farm 
myself alone and it costs so much to have to hire work done. I wanted to ask if I could get 
a larger allowance if I were to move into town. I am afraid it will be very hard to keep the 
two youngest children going to school regularly in the winter time as the roads are not 

138Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Amelia Ernest (June 6th 1926). 

139 Ibid, May 18th 1925. 
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kept open. And so I will have to sell the only horse I have, on account of not having 
enough feed for it. I will have to hire someone to bring my provisions in. If I stay here I 
will have to put a new roof on the house also the barn.140  

 

In their response to her letter, the Commission explained the difference in the 

amount of the allowance in rural areas and in towns; that it was five dollars more in town. 

However, the Commission determined that Amelia could not get the town amount 

immediately, because she would be required to receive the rural allowance for twelve 

months after she moved. The Commission also stated that they were not in the position to 

provide advice regarding what Amelia should do. And yet they did advise her; they said 

that if she moved to town, since she would not receive a larger allowance, it was, “a 

question of whether you will be able to find something to do in town to supplement your 

Mothers’ Allowance sufficiently to make up the difference in the cost of living.”141 

There are two cases that illustrate the sense of total surveillance that mothers were 

under, and how neighbours and even strangers were encouraged to report any improper 

behaviour on their part: those of Bessie Johnson (the same woman who had to 

supplement her allowance by taking in boarders) and Ethel Jamieson.142 In each of these 

cases, community members who felt that the mothers were behaving improperly reported 

140 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Amelia Ernest (August 28th 1925). 

141 Ibid, September 2nd 1925. 

142 Please note that Ethel Jamieson was not a recipient of the allowance, she was an applicant being 
investigated for the potential of being a recipient. 
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them to the Commission. Bessie Johnson had two complaints made against her on 

different issues. The first was about an alleged outstanding payment. A Mr. Rowe wrote 

to the Commission on June 30, 1925, stating that he had been attempting to collect 

money from Bessie. He also stated in his letter, “that the woman in his opinion is not a fit 

and proper person to receive an allowance, apart from being in debt.”143 In her report on 

the matter, Senior Investigator Elizabeth King noted that, even though Mr. Rowe had 

suggested he was trying hard to locate Bessie, he had not asked Elizabeth for Bessie’s 

current address.  

The second complaint about Bessie involved, “a greatly excited woman, a 

neighbour to the [beneficiary who] called the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance office 

yesterday [June 16, 1925] to complain that the [beneficiary] was keeping a man 

boarder.”144 When questioned about this by Investigator King, the woman who had 

lodged the complaint admitted that there was a woman boarder in the home as well.145  

These two complaints were documented in Bessie Johnson’s case file. However, 

it appeared that there was no valid evidence of any improper behaviour on Bessie’s part. 

In fact, M.J. Singer, the investigator placed in charge of her case, noted in an August, 

1927 yearly report that Bessie was good mother, and a very nice type of person. She also 

143 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Bessie Johnson (June 30th 1925). 

144 Ibid, June 16th 1925. 

145 Bessie did have a male boarder who was drinking a lot and causing problems for her, but she got rid of 
him herself and she replaced him with a nice young couple. 
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mentioned that Bessie was very careful about who she allowed to board in her home; 

apparently one woman was, “not a desirable person and woman, and [Bessie] had to let 

her go.”146 

In the case of Ethel Jamieson, who was in the application process, on December 

1, 1937 the Commission received an anonymous letter claiming that Ethel was behaving 

improperly. In the letter she was accused of having many men in her home, frequenting 

beer parlours and having illegitimate children. Ethel was able to prove to the Commission 

that one of the men was her cousin and the other a boarder, and the boarder no longer 

lived with her. She also argued that even though one of the former boarders (not her 

cousin) had liquor in the home, she did not drink, did not go to beer parlours, and her 

children were all legitimate. Though Ethel was able to disprove the allegations against 

her, the Commission decided that the only way she would be given the allowance was if 

Reverend Berr (named changed to protect identity) administered it; he would receive the 

cheques and monitor Ethel’s spending. Rev. Berr was the family’s Reverend, and had 

supported Ethel in her application submission.147  

Rev. Berr wrote a letter to the Commission on January 23, 1938, stating that “In 

my estimation Mrs. Jamieson is capable of looking after her own affairs. She is an 

efficient and thrifty housekeeper and a good mother to her two children. The anonymous 

146 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Bessie Johnson (August 1927). 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Ethel Jamieson  (January 23rd 1938).
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letter received by you had done her and her character a great injustice.”148 Though Rev. 

Berr provided Ethel with a good letter of recommendation, it is apparent from the date on 

her file (1937-1938) that she did not get past the application process.  

The cases of Bessie Johnson and Ethel Jamieson are good examples of how the 

Commission and the investigators gathered knowledge on the recipients’ applications, 

and also how information from community members had the potential to prevent a 

mother from receiving the allowance. Even though the anonymous letter writer was 

clearly gossiping about Ethel to the Commission, and the allegations weren’t grounded in 

fact, she still did not receive the allowance. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 This chapter discussed governance (of both the self and the other), the notions of 

govenmentality that apply to such a discussion, and how the concepts of truth, power, 

knowledge and expertise relate to issues, such as needy mothers, that are problematized 

through the use of the examination and surveillance. The chapter also illustrated the 

above with examples from the experimental pension program designed and implemented 

by the National Council of Women of Canada, and from the annual reports and case files 

of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance related to the processing of the allowance.  

148 Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, The Case of Ethel Jamieson  (January 23rd 1938). 
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The cases of Florence Adams, Amelia Ernest, Bessie Johnson and Ethel Jamieson 

all demonstrate how the Commission members, including the investigators, not only 

collected a great deal of knowledge about applicants and recipients, in many different 

ways, but also how that knowledge could affect their receipt of the allowance in the 

future. 

In administering the allowance, the governors employed several tools to 

determine the eligibility of applicants and assert control over the recipients, such as 

information collection and surveillance. Governmentality explains this situation, because 

it breaks down the underlying issues surrounding letters and reports, which appear to be 

merely paperwork but are actually tools that administrators of the allowance used to 

monitor the behaviour of women.  

Governmentality also reveals the notion of the production of truth discourse, and 

how discourse is used as a tool in the governance of others. This thesis discusses the 

phrase ‘a fit and proper mother’ and argues that the wording of this phrase developed in 

the mid to late-Victorian era, with the emergence of the new discourse of gender 

ideology, specifically that of the ideal woman and mother. The next chapter provides an 

in-depth analysis of how the discourse emerged and influenced those in the social welfare 

field, such as the administrators of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance.  
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CHAPTER 4 

‘A FIT AND PROPER MOTHER’: THE EXAMINATION OF THE VICTORIAN  
IDEAL  

OF WOMANHOOD AND THE SOCIAL PURITY MOVEMENT 

 

Introduction 

 

A fundamental aspect of the development of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance 

program was the creation of a standard of conduct for those served by the process, the 

standard of ‘a fit and proper mother’. Every applicant and recipient had to adhere to 

whatever the investigators and Commission members meant by this term. The 

requirements of the standard included being responsible to fulfill their duties as mothers 

in the home, and conducting themselves in a ‘respectable’ manner in and outside the 

home.149   

The questions this chapter seeks to address are: where did the standard of ‘a fit 

and proper mother’ (in the case of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance, a ‘fit and proper 

woman and mother’) and the notion of respectability originate, and is there a specific 

period in history that can be identified as the starting point? This thesis maintains that 

there was a specific historical period when the standard began: the mid-Victorian era. 

149 Margaret Little,  “A Fit and Proper Person’: The Moral Regulation of Single Mothers in Ontario, 1920-
1940” in Gendered Pasts: Historical Essays in Femininity and Masculinity in Canada (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1999), p. 125. 
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This chapter will attempt to answer these questions by examining the Victorian 

era in the context of the development of the ideal of woman, mother and daughter. 

Special attention will be paid to the emergence of a new middle-class, and the 

establishment of two different spheres for men and women: the public sphere involving 

business and politics, deemed the sphere for men, and the private sphere involving care of 

the home and children and the moral fibre of the family, the sphere for women.150  

The separate spheres came about due to the differences between the sexes. A brief 

discussion of the weak physicality of the Victorian woman will be conducted, using 

menstruation as proof that women are physically compromised, because menstruation 

was defined by doctors of the period as a ‘disease’ that afflicted women on a regular 

basis, making them too weak to perform any strenuous, physical labour during the 

duration of their monthly cycle. It also reinforced why women were assumed to be ideal 

for the private sphere of life; they could stay in the home and care for it and the children, 

and ‘rest’ when their ‘disease’ was active.   

It is important to fully understand the social pressures that developed due to the 

emergence of the new middle-class in the Victorian era, and how these pressures were 

experienced by lower-class women over generations, right up to the time of the 

development of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance. It is clear that the social pressures on 

150 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1982), p. 4. 
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the lower and working-class applicants and recipients of the allowance were not new; 

they are rooted in the past, the Victorian era. 

Due to its focus on the development of the ideal woman, this chapter will 

concentrate specifically on the private sphere; the role of women in it and the issues 

related to it, including femininity and domesticity.  

A piece of literature that contributes to the understanding of the fundamental 

features of the Victorian ideals of womanhood is the poem “The Angel in the House,” 

written by Coventry Patmore and published in 1854.151 It could be argued that the title of 

the poem was the root of the term ‘domestic angel’ which was used to describe the 

respectable wife and mother of the Victorian era. The title took on a life of its own during 

the development of the ideal of femininity and womanhood, and became a catchphrase 

for the ideal woman, the ‘domestic angel’. Coventry wrote the poem in honour of his 

wife Emily, as he felt she was the manifestation of the ‘angel of the house’.152 The poem 

equates the angel of the house with Eve who, because of her purity and innocence, “her 

disposition is devout, her countenance angelical.”153  

Frances M. Buss, the Headmistress of the North London Collegiate School for 

Girls in the 1890s, expressed the importance of the poem during her weekly addresses to 

151 Erna Hellerstein, Victorian Women: A Documentary Account of Women’s Lives in Nineteenth-Century 
England, France, and the United State. (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1981), p. 134. 

152 Ibid. 

153 Ibid, p. 135. 
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the students. In one address she stated that, “The Angel in the House places before every 

girl the mystery of that loveliness which emanates from a refined and cultivated mind, 

from the gentle, self-forgetful, sympathizing, innocent heart.”154 

The other aspect examined in this chapter is the social purity movement, and the 

different issues the movement campaigned for and against. These issues involved the 

improvement of society, in particular the elimination of social vices and evils such as 

prostitution and the consumption of alcohol, and the hygiene of the Canadian people. The 

chapter will discuss the structure of the purity movement and the theories surrounding it, 

what prostitution represented to those in the movement working to improve society, and 

how the movement’s hygiene doctrine  was applied to the process of the Ontario 

Mothers’ Allowance. 

The role of the women in the purity movement is important to the study of the 

Victorian ideals of womanhood, because at its core was a maternal feminism that 

suggested that respectable women (i.e. middle-class women) were morally superior to 

men, and thus were more capable of dealing with the morality and purity of society. The 

154 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1982), p. 107. 
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women also promoted a form of maternal feminism in which their moral superiority 

allowed them to regulate and potentially shape the behaviour of other women.155  

Many of the women involved in the social purity movement through membership 

in organizations such as the National Council of Women (in both England and Canada), 

would later campaign for and help develop the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance; Dr. 

Elizabeth Smith Shortt is a prime example of this. The beliefs and values attributed to the 

ideal woman and mother during the Victorian era were used to not only evaluate the 

worthiness of the applicants, but also to control and shape the behaviour of the recipients 

of the allowance. 

The examination of maternal feminism will also include a discussion of eugenics, 

and how it affected social regulation in Canadian society.   

The examination of the social purity movement will refer to a lecture given by Dr. 

Elizabeth Shortt in the 1980’s entitled, “Women’s Hygiene,” to help define the language 

surrounding the notion of being physically ‘fit’, and how this language was used in the 

process of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance. 

In examining the ideals of womanhood, domesticity and the purity movement, the 

chapter will also discuss the limitations of these ideals. The major limitations of the 

ideals of woman, femininity and domesticity were that the ideals were problematic and 

155 Alan Hunt, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral Regulation (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), p. 143. 
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unrealistic for the majority of working-class women; they simply couldn’t meet all the 

standards attributed to the ideal of a respectable woman. For example, they could not 

afford to stay home and rest during their menstrual cycle, as they had to work in order to 

feed their families and themselves.156 And they could not clean their homes in the manner 

suggested by Dr. Shortt in her lecture, because they didn’t have time to ensure that the air 

was ‘fresh’ or the rooms were completely dust free. 

Examining the development of the ideals of daughter, woman and mother, 

domesticity, and the social purity movement as a whole, is important to the discussion of 

the origins of the standards and requirements Ontario Mothers’ Allowance recipients had 

to meet. It presents a basis for the language used in determining the worthiness of the 

women, and how the role of women, particularly mothers, was viewed (e.g. ‘proper’ or 

‘respectable’). 

 

The emergence of the new middle-class and gender construction 

 

It is important to recognize that the construction of gender during the Victorian 

era cannot be separated from the notion of class.157 The advance of the Industrial 

156 Jane E Lewis “Introduction: Reconstructing Women’s Experiences of Home and Family” in Jane E 
Lewis(ed). Labour and Love: Women’s Experience of Home and Family, 1850-1940 (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1986), p. 7. 

157Alan Hunt, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral Regulation (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999), p. 82. 
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Revolution created a new model of middle-class: “a middle class with a self-conscious 

identity and a sense of its destiny as the most fitting architect of a new society.”158 At the 

core of this new middle-class was the notion of respectability; what was considered 

respectable behaviour for individuals at the time. Respectability was reinforced by two 

important concepts: the idea of the home, and the distinction between the two gender 

spheres that made up the relationship between husbands and wives in the home.159  

The separate spheres meant that the two genders were prominent in distinctively 

different areas of social life: the public sphere and the private sphere. The public sphere 

involved the worlds of business and of politics, and was recognized as the sphere men 

were best suited for. The private sphere was viewed as involving, “love and emotions and 

domesticity”160 and was deemed the more appropriate sphere for women.  

As Ramsay Cook observes in his 1976 book, The Proper Sphere: Woman’s Place 

in Canadian Society, the private sphere was considered the proper place for women in the 

Victorian era, because it enabled them to focus on the matters that respectable women 

were meant to focus on, “the home, the nurturing of family life and values.”161 Women 

158 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1982), p. 3. 

159 Alan Hunt, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral Regulation (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), p. 82. 

160 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1982), p. 4. 

161 Ramsay Cook and Wendy Mitchinson (eds.), The Proper Sphere: Woman’s Place in Canadian Society 
(Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 224. 
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were seen as more emotional than men and better able to nurture and care for their 

children and husband, thus better suited for the private sphere of society.  

In the Canadian context, the concept of the two separate spheres prompted great 

discussion. Wendy Mitchison states in her book, The Nature of Their Bodies: Women and 

Their Doctors in Victorian Canada, that it, “was a major ideological construct in the 

Victorian period, and no woman who lived in Victorian Canada could help but be aware 

of it. Poems extolled its virtues, articles and books paid homage to its aesthetic balance, 

and sermons credited divine inspiration for its existence.”162 Mitchinson continues, 

stating that this ideology was straightforward, since, “It revolved around her role as wife, 

mother, and homemaker. As the author of an article entitled ‘Woman’s Sphere’ made 

clear ‘Woman’s first and only place is her home. Within its sanctuary she will find her 

mission…She is destined by Providence to make her home a blissful spot to those around 

her. It should be full of the merry sunshine of happiness – a cloister wherein one may 

seek calm and joyful repose from the busy, heartless world.’”163 

The ideal of femininity assigned to both the respectability of the middle-class and 

the separate spheres was a very complex, even contradictory, construct, because 

physically a respectable woman was considered fragile and sickly, and prone to nervous 

disorders or ‘hysteria’. At the same time, respectable women were meant to be innocent 

162 Wendy Mitchinson, The Nature of Their Bodies: Women and Their Doctors in Victorian Canada 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991), p. 14-15. 

163 Ibid, p. 15. 
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and strong-minded, even child-like. 164 It was, “necessary that a woman retain a child-like 

simplicity, precisely because it was felt that her life ought to be restricted to the domestic 

sphere.”165 Alan Hunt states in his book, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral 

Regulation, that women were, “deemed to be both incompetent and competent, broken 

and whole, pitiable and commendable”166 simultaneously. However, they were also 

viewed as emotionally and morally strong, which made them capable of taking care of 

the structure of the home, and ensuring that the moral fibre of that structure was 

continually reinforced.167  

 

Young girls and married women 

 

 One of the first things young middle-class girls were taught, as part of their 

development into respectable young women, was the structure and management of the 

home. It is uncertain at what age the average girl learned about the division of gender 

roles within the family dynamic. However, it is clear that they were made aware at an 

early age that, since they were female, it was their ‘natural destiny’ and responsibility to 

164 Peter T. Cominos, Innocent Femina Sensualis in Unconscious Conflict (London: Indiana University 
Press, 1972), p. 161.  

165 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1982), p. 46. 

166 Alan Hunt, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral Regulation (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), p. 84. 

167 Ibid, p. 83. 
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assist their mothers in the maintenance of the home, and to take on the responsibility of 

organizing and taking care of their own home once they were married. They also learned 

that maintaining the home would ensure that their husbands, the breadwinners, would be 

comfortable after working hard outside the home. 168 

 Another lesson regarding the structure of the home was how to manage and 

monitor servants—if the childhood home had servants—so girls would understand their 

role as mistress once they were married. Regardless, their only duty in life would be to 

manage the home and all that that entailed, with or without servants.169 In her book, 

Women and Marriage in Nineteenth-Century England, Joan Perkin notes that having 

servants was partly to reinforce the status of the middle-class. There was a connection 

between the ideas of being middle-class status and having servants; as if they must have 

servants to keep their middle-class status.170   

Many middle-class homes in Canada had similar opinions about servants, and 

believed it was important to have hired help. An example is Dr. Elizabeth Smith Shortt, 

who had servants in her home. In Becoming Indispensable: A Biography of Elizabeth 

Smith Shortt (1859-1949), Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren describes Elizabeth’s role in the 

168 Carol Dyhouse,  Mothers and Daughters in the Middle-Class Home c. 1870-1914 (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1986), p. 30. 

169 Martha Vicinus, Introduction: The Prefect Victorian Lady (London: Indiana University Press, 1972), p. 
ix. 

170 Joan Perkin, Women and Marriage in Nineteenth-Century England  (London: Routledge, 1989), p. 235. 
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hiring of servants for the home, and how difficult it was to keep a good servant. In 

correspondence with her sister Muriel, Elizabeth complained that her servants were 

incompetent and needed to be monitored constantly to ensure the home was maintained 

to her satisfaction.171 In fact, Elizabeth joined the National Council of Women of Canada 

because she had difficulty finding ‘good help’ and the NCWC’s was interested in the 

servant emigration question: the issue of bringing servants from other countries to work 

in Canadian homes.172 

Once married , young women were not only responsible for the organization and 

physical structure of the home, but the moral structure as well. Their mothers, as moral 

guardians of the family, were meant to have taught them about the moral strength they 

would need, and how to use it when they were the moral guardians of their own homes.173 

Hunt suggests that, because women were believed to be, “more emotional and more 

sensitive, and at the same time were charged with the duties of bearing and rearing 

children”174 they were best suited to be the moral guardian of the family. Hunt follows 

this up with: “One of the significant components of this role was the task of being the 

171 Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt, 1859-1949 
(Toronto: York University Press, 2002), p. 230. 

172 Ibid, p. 254. 

173 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1982), p. 47. 

174 Alan Hunt, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral Regulation (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), p. 83. 



  

 

97

moral guardian of the male soul. On women was bestowed the role of civilising the 

tendencies of men towards amoral acquisitiveness and immoral sexuality.”175 

Mothers, with the help of manuals of conduct, taught young women how to 

develop their character and deportment in order to achieve their natural ‘destiny’.176 

Elizabeth Delafield grew up in the Victorian era, and wrote Provincial Lady about the 

experience. She recounts that: 

 

She could never remember a time when she had not known that a woman’s failure or 
success in life depended entirely on whether or not she succeeded in getting a husband. It 
was not even a question of marrying well, though mothers with pretty and attractive 
daughters naturally hoped for it. But any husband at all was better than none.177 

 

Though the ‘destiny’ of young girls was to get married, they were not to seek it out, 

“[they] would simply wait [because respectable girls who behaved in a proper 

manner]...would move on to become a wife.”178  

175 Alan Hunt, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral Regulation (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), p. 83. 

176 Jane E Lewis, Introduction: Reconstructing Women’s Experiences of Home and Family (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1986), p. 5. 

177 Joan Perkin, Women and Marriage in Nineteenth-Century England  (London: Routledge, 1989), p. 75. 

178 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1982), p. 53. 
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One of the most important functions of a woman’s body is menstruation, which 

starts in puberty and is a prime illustration of the physical ideal of womanhood. In the 

Victorian era, menstruation was viewed as a feminine ‘disease’; as something that 

reinforced the notion of women as fragile, sickly creatures179 during their cycles. Wendy 

Mitchinson suggests that puberty and the ‘ailments’ that were attached to it, especially 

menstruation: 

 

Not only accounted for women being intellectually inferior to men and having a limited 
role in society, but it also made them physically weaker than men. Women, therefore, 
were to be removed from active participation in the outside world and sheltered. Very 
early on, medical pundits described the physical ailments that often accompanied 
puberty.180 

 

Medical professionals such as Dr. W.C. Taylor believed that young girls and 

women should stop doing almost everything during their ‘monthlies’, as they were 

sometimes called,181 and that, “long walks, dancing, shopping, riding and parties should 

be avoided at this time of month invariably and under all circumstances.”182 It was also 

179 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1982), p. p. 83. 

Wendy Mitchinson, The Nature of Their Bodies: Women and Their Doctors in Victorian Canada 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991), p. 82.

181 Elaine Showalter & English Showalter “Victorian Women and Menstruation” in Martha Vicinus (ed.) 
Suffer and Be Still: Women in the Victorian Age.  (London: Indiana University Press, 1972), p. 39. 

182 Barbara Ehrenreich & Deirdre English, For her own good: two centuries of the experts’ advice to 
women (New York: Anchor Books, 2005), p. 122. 
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considered distasteful and unclean; even the Marquis de Sade, who was certainly not 

uncomfortable talking about any aspect of sex, appeared to regard discussing 

menstruation as distasteful.183 John Elliotson, who was an authority on the subject in the 

1880s, wrote in 1840 that “to regard women during menstruation as unclean is certainly 

very useful.”184  

In the Canadian Women’s Christian Temperance Union publication What A 

Young Girl Ought to Know (one of the ‘Self and Sex’ series of sex hygiene books), Dr. 

Mary Wood-Allen discussed the issue of menstruation, cramps and cleanliness. She 

argued for what she believed was the cure for all three: “Dishwashing is especially 

beneficial, as the hot water calls the blood to the hands and so helps to relieve the 

headache or backache.”185 Then, not wanting to claim responsibility for techniques that 

conflicted with her training as a physician, she claimed she had been quoting someone 

else’s religious interpretation of the meaning of dishwashing: “this hot water represents 

truth, heated by Love. The soiled dishes represent myself, with my worn-out thoughts and 

desires. I plunge them in the loving truth and cleanse them thoroughly, then polish them 

183 Elaine Showalter & English Showalter “Victorian Women and Menstruation” in Martha Vicinus (ed.) 
Suffer and Be Still: Women in the Victorian Age. (London: Indiana University Press, 1972), p. 38. 

184 Ibid, p. 39. 

Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada 1880s -1920s 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2008), p. 40.
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with the towel of persistence and store them away in symmetrical order to wait further 

use. So I myself am warmed and interested, and my work is well done.”186 

The fact that girls and young women were taught that menstruation was unclean, 

distasteful, and a disease which forced them to stop their regular routines, explains why 

they may have felt shame and guilt about their bodies and their menstrual cycles. Carol 

Dyhouse argues that it is difficult to imagine that females during the Victorian era could 

have felt positive about their sexuality and their bodies, since they were, “marked off 

from their brothers through possession of their shameful secret of menstruation.”187  

Naomi Mitchison grew up in an upper-middle-class family in Victorian England, 

and recalled her earliest experience with menstruation: Sitting in class one day, she began 

to bleed. She did not realize it was happening, though the teacher knew since it had 

soaked through her tights. Naomi, “was quickly pulled out of school and [she] couldn’t 

quite understand why, only it seemed that it was something about [her] which was 

shameful and must above all never be mentioned to a school friend.”188 Naomi’s account 

implies that it was more important for her to be rushed out of school so what had 

happened would not be talked about, than it was to explain it to her.  

 

186 Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada 1880s -1920s 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2008), p. 40. 

187 Carol Dyhouse,  Mothers and Daughters in the Middle-Class Home c. 1870-1914 (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1986), p. 36. 

188 Ibid. 
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The social purity movement and middle-class superiority 

 

 The social purity movement that emerged during the Victorian era began in 

England, and spread quite quickly to North America. Mariana Valverde argues that the 

social purity movement: 

 

Was a loose network of organizations and individuals, mostly church people, educators, 
doctors and those we would now describe as community or social workers, who engaged 
in a sporadic but vigorous campaign to ‘raise the moral tone’ of Canadian society, and in 
particular of urban working-class communities.189   

 

 The members of the social purity movement focused on a, “holistic image of a 

knowledge that would be simultaneously scientific and charitable, true and useful”190 

when dealing with issues which affected the movement. One member of the Women’s 

Christian Temperance Union and the National Council of Women, a Mrs. Spofford, put it 

this way: 

 

Truth has ever been the most effective remedy for error, and if we would eradicate this 
loathsome social evil we must be willing that the searchlight of knowledge and truth be 

189 Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada 1880s -1920s 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2008), p. 17. 

190 Ibid, p. 35. 
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turned on at whatever cost, before cleansing and healing will come to this running sore of 
the human family.191 

 

Valverde argues that individuals involved in the movement, such as Mrs. Spofford, used 

metaphors to express the goals of the movement as a whole. She suggests that: “Truth 

here is equated with light. But, unlike the torch of the Enlightenment or the Easter 

candles representing the light of Christ, the particular form of lighting advocated by Mrs. 

Spofford is both artificial and unidirectional. It is a ‘searchlight’, held by someone in 

control in order to illuminate something else, namely ‘the social evils’, which would hide 

away in the city’s dark corners but for the intervention of the searchlight of surveillance 

(possibly embodied in the policeman’s flashlight).”192 In other words, those involved in 

the social purity movement were in charge of exposing the evils of society, such as 

prostitution, in order to improve the morality of society as a whole. 

A large majority of those involved in the social purity movement were middle-

class women, and the ideology which fused their involvement was maternal feminism. 

The construction of the ideal of respectable womanhood established them as the moral 

guardians of the family, and thus the logical choice to deal with problematic working-

class women, and reinforce the ideals of respectable womanhood. Through maternal 

feminism, middle-class women could not only impose the ideals of the home and role of 

191 Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada 1880s -1920s 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2008), 35. 

192 Ibid. 
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the wife and mother upon working-class women,193 but could also gain access to the 

public sphere; in order to reinforce the values of the private sphere.194   

Middle-class women wanted to play an active role in the social and moral purity 

of society, and felt that this would not go against the values of the private sphere because 

they, “had been told they were more moral than men, in fact, that they were the keepers 

of morality [of not only their families but also] society.”195 The Woman’s Christian 

Temperance Union of Canada (WCTU) believed that women, particularly mothers, were 

the ideal individuals, and their duty was to work with God to deal with the ‘immoral 

souls’ of society. In their 1898 piece Social Purity, the Nova Scotia chapter of the 

WCTU, stated that: 

 

A partnership with God is motherhood, and well may we continue, what strength, what 
purity, what self-control, what love, what wisdom should belong to her who helps God 
fashion an immortal soul.196  

 

193 Alan Hunt, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral Regulation (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), p. 143. 

194 Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada 1880s -1920s 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2008), p. 30. 

195 Ramsay Cook and Wendy Mitchinson (eds.), The Proper Sphere: Woman’s Place in Canadian Society 
(Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 224. 

196 Ibid, p. 231. 
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Maternal feminism also included a strong element of eugenics, which was 

apparent in the campaigns of many first-wave Canadian feminists such as Nellie 

McClung, Emily Murphy and Dr. Elizabeth Shortt. Eugenics was developed in, “1883 by 

British scientist Francis Galton,”197 as the ‘science’ of: 

 

Selective breeding or ‘judicious mating’. The basics of eugenics was genetic, the idea 
that many characteristics or ‘tendencies’—not only physical characteristics but perceived 
inclinations towards, for instance, alcoholism, tuberculosis, or insanity—are hereditary. 
The logic of selective breeding suggested that if ‘bad’ characteristics could be blocked 
and ‘good’ ones fostered, the quality of a nation’s people, or its ‘race’, could be 
improved; made individually and collectively stronger and healthier, and thus the nation 
itself would be made more powerful.198  

 

 McClung and Murphy were strong proponents of eugenics, and believed that it 

could improve Canadian society as a whole. They sought to ‘uplift’ those they considered 

‘backward’, ‘less evolved’ or ‘unfit’, which included many in the lower-classes, notably 

women. McClung and Murphy specifically targeted women, particularly those with the 

potential to produce ‘bad seeds’, as seen by their support for the Alberta Sexual 

Sterilization Bill. Cecily Devereux notes in her book, Growing a Race: Nellie L.McClung 

197 Cecily Devereux, Growing a Race: Nellie L. McClung and the Fiction of Eugenic Feminism (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), p.6. 

Ibid.
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and the Fiction of Eugenic Feminism that, “Between 1928 and 1972, 4,725 cases were 

proposed for sterilization and 2,822 were approved.”199  

The ‘uplifting’ of those deemed as ‘undesirables’ also placed the good of 

Canadian society over the good of the individual. The use of sterilization was an attempt 

to eliminate negative elements of society, and encourage the positive aspects to flourish 

and grow strong. McClung argued that sterilization protected the Canadian family by 

protecting the ”national community” of Canada.200 

There was very little concern for individual freedom of choice for the women who 

underwent sterilization; they were not allowed to choose whether or not it was done. And 

though the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance recipients were not physically sterilized, they too 

were not considered distinct individuals with the right to choose, but instead part of a 

bigger picture; small cogs in the machine that was the Canadian family. 

Dr. Elizabeth Shortt was another proponent of the use of eugenics in Canada, 

specifically sterilization of the ‘feebleminded’.201 In her thesis Becoming indispensable: a 

199  Cecily Devereux, Growing a Race: Nellie L. McClung and the Fiction of Eugenic Feminism (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), p.145. 

200 Ibid, p.6. 

201 “Social reformers increasingly used this term, not so much to refer to a medical condition but as a 
catchphrase for all kinds of immoral behaviour.” Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a 
biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt, 1859-1949 (Toronto: York University Press, 2002), p. 319. 
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biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt, 1859-1949, Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren argued that 

Shortt’s attraction: 

 

To these ideas was shared by many physicians who made up the largest group within the 
eugenicist ranks. Eugenicists argued it was a patriotic duty to prevent ‘feebleminded’ 
persons from having children because they threatened national efficiency. In her report 
on, “Prostitution and Venereal Disease” Elizabeth advocated the introduction of 
governmental legislation ‘as an emergency of war’ [during WWI] to prevent the 
reproduction of the ‘feeble-minded.” She explained the urgency this way: ‘with more 
than 300,000 of our physically fit dead in Flanders – and many more to be added to that 
number [due to Tuberculosis and other illnesses brought back from the war] shall we 
allow their places to be filled by the feebleminded and their progeny?202 

 

The support of eugenics and the sterilization of the unfit and undesirable in 

Canada aids the examination of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance, because it encourages 

discussion about how Canadian society dealt with segments of the population they felt 

were bringing society down, up to when the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance was 

implemented. Though the administrators of the allowance did not use sterilization to deal 

with the ‘bad’ characteristics of their recipients, they did attempt to eliminate them 

through continuous surveillance and advice. They also used the threat of punishment: the 

revocation of a recipient’s allowance if she did not follow the advice to correct negative 

behaviour and improve certain skills, such as mothering and home care. 

202 Sheryl Ann Stotts McLaren, Becoming indispensable: a biography of Elizabeth Smith Shortt, 1859-1949 
(Toronto: York University Press, 2002), p. 320. 
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In England and North America at the time, the term ‘purity’ was not merely, 

“designated…premarital chastity and martial fidelity; it also encompassed a more 

generalized sense of sexual restraint and self-control and stigmatised all forms of non-

martial sexuality, in particular prostitution.”203 It also involved hygiene and cleanliness of 

the body and care of the home and environment, in order to ensure the health of the 

Canadian population.  

 Prostitution was also important to the notion of purity and the purity movement, 

because it was believed to be responsible for all the social evils of society, and directly 

linked to society’s overall purification. Young Victorian women were meant to be chaste 

and pure both prior to and after marriage, and the prostitute represented the ‘fallen 

woman’ and, “was the counterpoint to the domestic angel” (Hunt 1999: 84), which was 

so important to the ideal of womanhood. Prostitution was seen as a disease that infected 

the respectability and structure of the new middle-class of the Victorian era.204 As young 

girls would be the moral guardians of future generations, they were educated and 

protected in order to reinforce the middle-class ideals of femininity, the moral superiority 

of middle-class women, and the promotion of physical and social hygiene. 

203 Alan Hunt, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral Regulation (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), p. 77. 

204 Judith R Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian society: women, class, and the state. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1980), p. 4. 
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The purity movement not only advocated cleanliness of the mind and soul, but of 

the body as well, as previously noted in the Women’s Christian Temperance Union 

(WCTU) publication on the complex use of dishwashing, which included the use of soap. 

The publication demonstrated how Dr. Wood-Allen’s discussion of soap was used to deal 

with the ‘disease’ of menstruation, and to illustrate the desire to advocate for the 

cleanliness of the Canadian population. The WCTU even endorsed a specific brand of 

soap in their publications: Happy Thought Soap. Not only did the soap enhance the 

physical cleanliness of the population, it also helped promote the moral improvement of 

society, as the manufacturer donated money to the WCTU.205 

 Dr. Elizabeth Smith Short’s lecture to female university students in the 1890s is a 

good example of the promotion of physical hygiene and cleanliness of the home.206 In the 

lecture, she stressed that young women must pay special attention to their cleanliness and 

hygiene in order to be better people, and argued that hygiene, “aims to make growth more 

perfect, life more vigorous, decay less rapid and death more remote.”207 She believed that 

people, particularly women, were not caring for their hygiene as well as they could, and 

stated that, “If I could make women discontented with the measure of health or ill health 

Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada 1880s -1920s 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2008), p. 40. 

206 The written copy of the lecture did not indicate the date of the lecture, and when the University of 
Waterloo Library, Doris Lewis Rare Book Room was contacted to determine the date, the only date they 
had was ‘the 1890s’.

207 Elizabeth Adam Shortt, Hygiene for Women (WA10-File 1854, University of Waterloo Library, Doris 
Lewis Rare Books Room, Elizabeth Smith Shortt Funds) p.6. 



  

 

109

they enjoy today (some women enjoy being miserable) and picture the delight of living as 

wholly sound, splendidly healthy women sufficiently well, it would be easier to inspire 

the desire to point the way to that consummation. The pity of it is that women as a rule do 

not understand how much they sin against their own health and that of the next 

generations.”208 

Dr. Smith Shortt emphasized that young women should ensure they focus on 

improving four aspects of their lives: ventilation in the home, the correct way to eat, 

wearing proper clothing and the cleanliness of the home. Regarding ventilation, Dr. 

Shortt believed it is important to draw pure air into the home and remove the impure air. 

She even suggested how to provide air flow in the home, “A simple method of ventilating 

the windows in cold weather is to place a board across the bottom open space, then air 

[enters] between the sashes and is directed upward.”209 

As for eating, Dr. Shortt argued that far too many people in society have digestive 

problems because they eat incorrectly. They tend to ingest too much, too quickly, and do 

not chew properly, which can cause problems because, “If food is not well masticated 

208 Elizabeth Adam Shortt, Hygiene for Women (WA10-File 1854, University of Waterloo Library, Doris 
Lewis Rare Books Room, Elizabeth Smith Shortt Funds) p.1. 

209 Ibid, p. 9. 
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[chewed] and a chance [is not] given it of mixing with saliva it will be more difficult for 

the stomach.”210 

With respect to wearing proper clothing, she said this is important for general 

health and to decrease the chance of disease, because appropriate clothing can be a 

preventative measure. “It protects us against cold by [conducting the] radiations from our 

bodies.”211 In order to ensure that health is maintained, clothing must not be too tight, and 

it must, “conform to the natural shape of the body without constricting it… [and that] 

above all there should be no constriction of the chest and abdomen”212 because 

constricting these areas too much can affect breathing. 

The final and most important aspect of life that Dr. Shortt discussed was 

cleanliness in the home. Not only does she argue for proper cleanliness, she also gives 

advice on how to achieve it: Rugs should be used on hardwood floors rather than 

carpeting, for example, because they are easier to keep clean; they just need shaking. She 

also said that removing dust is very important for household cleanliness, and that it, 

“should not be stirred up in a room by a broom. It is far more sanitary to use a carpet 

sweeper… In dusting a room if you dust your own room, it is far better to have the duster 

210 Elizabeth Adam Shortt, Hygiene for Women (WA10-File 1854, University of Waterloo Library, Doris 
Lewis Rare Books Room, Elizabeth Smith Shortt Funds), p. 17. 

211 Ibid, p.20. 

212 Ibid. 
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slightly damp…[and] sheets should not be brushed or shaken in your bedroom but out of 

doors”213 because the dust will then be removed from the home entirely. 

Dr. Shortt’s lecture to middle to upper-class young women is not only significant 

because it addressed aspects of life that needed improvement; the same aspects were 

forced on recipients of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance years later, when she was the 

Vice-President of the program; the middle-class ideals of how to clean were applied to 

the allowance recipients. Just as the students were taught how to dust properly, recipients 

of the allowance were also taught how to clean, as in the case of Florence Adams, who 

was told to sweep her home while the investigator watched, because the investigator 

wanted to see that she did it properly. This is also evident in the ‘narrative report’ section 

of the investigators’ monthly and special investigation reports, where they commented on 

particular issues, including the condition of the home. The investigators could report that 

women, such as Florence, were not cleaning their homes correctly, or to the investigator’s 

satisfaction. 

Dr. Shortt’s lecture also linked to the ‘success’ section of the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance annual reports. The administrators of the allowance maintained that, within a 

month of receiving the allowance there would be a significant positive change in the 

213 Elizabeth Adam Shortt, Hygiene for Women (WA10-File 1854, University of Waterloo Library, Doris 
Lewis Rare Books Room, Elizabeth Smith Shortt Funds), p. 21. 
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mother’s health, which in turn would improve their focus on their children and the 

cleanliness of the home. One passage from this section stated that: 

 

The haunting fear of sickness that would prevent the mother from keeping the home 
together often was the conducive factor to the very sickness she feared, and many 
mothers who were so overworked and discouraged that they felt that they could go on no 
longer, now show signs of regaining their strength since the strain has been lifted.214 

 

In addition, because this mother was able to stop working outside the home, she had time 

to keep, “a cleaner, more healthy and wholesome home, preparing more nourishing food 

and watching more closely the physical development of her children.”215  

 Another example of recipients’ improved domestic cleanliness was the case of a 

widowed woman who, according to the administrators of the allowance, experienced an 

‘awakened’ interest in the improvement of her home conditions. The investigator in 

charge of her file stated that before being given the allowance the recipient had neglected 

the hygiene of herself and her home, but afterward she was able to improve both her 

personal health and hygiene, and the cleanliness of her home.216 The unnamed 

investigator also stated that: 

 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, First Annual Report (1922), p. 19.

215 Ibid, p. 20. 

216 The name of this investigator was not included in the passage in the First Annual Report. 
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From the time of her husband’s death until she received the allowance, Mrs. X. was a 
source of concern to the various social agencies co-operating to assist her. She looked 
frail, was never well and received treatment at the Anti-Tuberculosis Dispensary because 
the physician considered her predisposed to that disease. The house was always untidy 
and the children neglected, left in the care of an aged relative… One day she received an 
allowance cheque for $40 and was assured that if she did what was right, this would 
come every month. She felt she need no longer eat only half as much as she would like in 
order that her children might have more; she realized that next winter the family would 
not have to shiver round a meagre fire and go to bed almost before dark to keep warm; 
she rejoiced that she need not again go through the humiliation of sitting on a bench at 
the City Relief Office waiting her turn to ask for an order of fuel which would never last 
half as long as it was supposed to… The Doctor at the Dispensary says: ‘Mrs. X. has not 
been here for two months. She is so much better she does not need the tonic I had been 
prescribing. Instead of running the streets she is now found at home with the children, 
knitting or sewing for them.217  

 

The problematic limitations of the ideal of girlhood and womanhood 

 

 Some aspects of the Victorian ideal of femininity and womanhood were, at best, 

problematic, since it was an entirely middle-class construct, with an implied assumption 

that each young girl and woman in the Victorian era had the economic means to achieve 

the ideal. Though working-class girls and women had the same goal, a husband who 

would take care of them and allow them to become ‘domestic angels’, many of them 

could not afford this. Instead, they, “were much more likely to be engaged in paid 

employment before marriage and when the family economy demanded it thereafter.”218 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, First Annual Report (1922), p. 25.

218 Jane E Lewis, Introduction: Reconstructing Women’s Experiences of Home and Family (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1986), p. 3. 
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Forced to enter the public sphere for their own survival, and that of their families, they 

were torn between what the middle-class promoted as the ideal manner in which women 

should conduct themselves, and the reality of their economic status, “working-class 

women...experienced tensions between what was expected of them as ‘good wives’ and 

what it was possible to achieve given their material circumstances.”219   

The middle-class ideals of what a good wife should be were defined in Malthus’ 

theory of the working-class marriage, and in the emergence of a new sense of 

responsibility for working-class husbands. In this new concept, when a man married he 

was considered the ‘breadwinner’, and as such he, not the government, was responsible 

for the economic support of his wife and children.220 When a woman married she was 

then in a position of conjugal dependence; dependent on the wages of her husband.221 

Malthus’ theory of the dependent wife added to the guilt and pressure felt by working-

class women, because they were not in a situation that would allow them to rely solely on 

the wages of their husbands; they had to take on part of that responsibility themselves, by 

working outside the home. 

With respect to taking better care of their families, working-class women tried to 

follow the advice given to them by middle-class women who were involved in such 

219 Jane E Lewis, Introduction: Reconstructing Women’s Experiences of Home and Family (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1986), p. 10. 

220 Jennifer Henderson, Settler Feminism and Race Making in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2003), p. 32-33. 

221 Mitchell Dean, The Constitution of Poverty (New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 84. 
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organizations as the Charity Organisation Society (COS). However, their circumstances 

did not allow this. Working-class women had harsher realities than those within the COS: 

 

The realities of life for working-class women were much harsher [than that of the middle-
class women]. Magdalen Stuart Pember Reeves summed up the situation well when she 
commented of Lambeth wives in the early part of the century that ‘to manage a husband 
and six children in three rooms on round about a pound a week needs first and foremost 
wisdom and loving kindness, and after that as much cleanliness and order as can be 
squeezed in’. Visitors from the Charity Organization Society might recommend that 
wives cook cheap and nutritious porridge and herring, but when the family owned but 
one saucepan and cooked on the open fire, sticky porridge was not practical dish, nor was 
it pleasant to live in a cramped space that reeked of herrings.222 

 

The middle-class women who entered the homes of lower-class women on behalf of COS 

were attempting to force their middle-class circumstances on them; they had the means to 

eat as they suggested, for example, because they could afford it. 

 Working-class women also had to reconcile themselves with middle-class notions 

of respectability with regard to employment. Though the middle-class believed strongly 

that women should not take part in paid labour, they contradicted themselves with 

statements such as, ‘Well, if you are going to be employed, there are certain forms of 

employment that are preferable over others. “For example, carding buttons at home was 

222 Jane E Lewis, Introduction: Reconstructing Women’s Experiences of Home and Family (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1986), p. 7.
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preferable to making matchboxes because it was a more respectable occupation.”223 The 

recipients of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance also faced this contradiction. The second 

Annual Report has a list of ‘proper’ jobs that recipients could do, all without the mothers 

having to leave their homes, including carding buttons, hair dressing, brush making, 

sewing and knitting, and baking.224 

 With respect to the notion of women being frail, delicate creatures who needed to 

be kept in the home for the duration of their menstrual cycle so they could recover from 

the monthly ‘disease,’ working-class women could not take advantage of that benefit 

either. They had to provide for themselves and their families, and did not have the means 

to stop all activity once a month. Unlike their middle-class counterparts, they could not 

afford to stop doing even ‘strenuous’ activities, or rest when they wished.   

It is clear that the aspect of the ideal of womanhood that held women responsible 

for the moral fibre of their household, and that of society, was a middle-class construct. 

Unlike the middle-class, working and lower-class women simply didn’t have the time to 

devote to keeping an eye on their spouses to ensure that they were not tempted by sins, or 

to deal with the social evils of society. Nor could they afford to join clubs and 

organizations dedicated to dealing with such matters. 

Jane E Lewis, Introduction: Reconstructing Women’s Experiences of Home and Family (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1986), p. 11.

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance Commission, Second Annual Report (1922), p. 29.
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 The middle-class construct of the ideal of womanhood and motherhood was also 

limiting for many middle-class women. For example, Dr. Shortt, who was middle-class 

and a strong proponent of women staying in the private sphere and caring for the home 

and children, had to work outside the home to maintain the lifestyle that she and her 

husband had in the early years of their marriage. She felt the pressure that working-class 

women feel when she had to reconcile her ‘duty’ as a good mother who stayed in the 

home, with the reality of needing to assist her husband with the economic 

responsibilities. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 In conclusion, this chapter explored the origin of the standard of the ‘fit and 

proper person’, and determined it began with the concept of the respectable woman, and 

the underlying issues surrounding it. The respectable woman was a creature with a split 

personality; physically weak, fragile and sickly, yet at the same time morally strong. This 

examination found that the ideal started during the Victorian era in England, and quickly 

spread to Canada following the emergence of a new middle-class after the success of the 

Industrial Revolution, and the awareness of the notion of respectability.  

The distinct division of the genders in society was at the core of the idea of 

respectability. The assignment of men and women to separate spheres, the public and the 
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private—men in the public sphere because it involved business and politics, and women 

in the private sphere because it involved emotions and love and the care of the home—

was key. The chapter also investigated the organization of the home, the issue of 

servants, and how young girls were taught their future role in society, once they achieved 

their ‘natural’ destiny of getting married. They often had to work to support themselves 

and their families, and thus could not meet the standards of the ideal, including ceasing 

all vigorous activities in order to recover from their monthly ‘disease’. It was also 

determined that the concept of separate spheres helped create a notion of femininity that 

included specific ideals of domesticity.  

The chapter examined the link between the social purity movement and the 

reinforcement of the ideals of domesticity and womanhood in both the English and 

Canadian context, through discussion of the ideas of maternal feminism and eugenics. It 

also evaluated how lectures, such as the one given by Dr. Elizabeth Smith-Shortt on the 

issue of hygiene and cleanliness, were used to shape the behaviour of the allowance 

recipients during the process of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance. 

Throughout this chapter, it is clear that the women in charge of administering the 

Ontario Mothers Allowance were not only using terminology taught to them when they 

were young women, such as respectability, but also applying the middle-class ideals of 

womanhood implied by the terms to the cases of the women receiving the allowance. The 

treatment of the allowance recipients can be attributed to the fact that middle-class 

women not only investigated and monitored their behaviour, but also attempted to change 
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them into Victorian era versions of middle-class motherhood and womanhood; the 

mother must always be concerned with the appearance of the home, ensuring, for 

example, that dust did accumulate. 

The notion of the respectable woman was also problematic because it was a 

construct based on the status of class, specifically the middle-class, which meant that 

many working-class girls and women were continuously torn between behaving in the 

manner of the young girls and women of the middle-class, and the reality of their 

economic status.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

 

 

The goal of this thesis was to examine the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance and the 

issues surrounding it, including the events, organizations and individuals that impacted 

the introduction of the allowance scheme in 1920, and underlying issues of the 

administration of the allowance, such as the wording of the Act, the development of the 

structure of the Commission and the implementation of the allowance process.   An 

additional aim was to apply the notion of continuous surveillance to understand the 

practices enabled by the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance and to examine the connection 

between the emergence of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance and the social purity 

movement, specifically around the notion of ‘fit and proper.’ 

Chapter 2 examined the impact of the First World War, and the emergence of two 

allowance schemes: the Canadian Patriotic Fund and the National Council of Women of 

Canada’s experimental allowance program. It also discussed the investigation of the need 

for an allowance program in Ontario by the Department of Labour, and the establishment 

of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance in 1920 (including the wording and development of 

the structure of the Commission and the allowance process), and examined several cases 

files of applicants and recipients.  

The format of the two allowances programs greatly influenced the design of the 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance program, including the use of strict supervision. Those 



  

 

121

administering both the Canadian Patriotic Fund and the monthly allowance believed that 

women receiving financial support should not only be monitored, but also advised on 

domestic matters, including how to care for their children and maintain their homes.  

Helen Reid, an administrator of the Canadian Patriotic Fund, argued that the Fund 

should not simply give financial assistance to the wives of soldiers and allow them to 

spend it however they wished. Reid, and others like her, considered themselves to be the 

replacement head of the household, and as such responsible for ensuring that the 

allowance was used properly, and that the wives did not misbehave while their husbands 

away. These notions were also supported by the National Council of Women of Canada 

and the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance.  

Under the leadership of women such as Lady Ishbel Aberdeen and Dr. Elizabeth 

Smith Shortt, The National Council of Women of Canada monitored and advised 

allowance recipients. Each was visited on a regular basis, and given advice to ensure they 

improved their skills as mothers and did not misuse their allowances. 

Upon the enactment of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance, the Commission and its 

investigators also argued that there was a need for supervision of those receiving the 

allowance. However, the members of the Commission felt that they were different from 

those who had come before them in the field of social work; they were part of a new 

movement of social work that was objective and scientific, using forms and reports with 

predetermined questions structured to elicit relevant information about those applying for 
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the financial assistance. They also distanced themselves from charities and philanthropic 

organizations, such as the National Council of Women of Canada; the Commission 

viewed the allowance recipients as employees of the state, who earned an income each 

month. As indicated in Chapter 2, Dr. Shortt—who not only managed the allowance 

experimental program but also became the first Vice-President of the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance—argued that mothers must care for their children and ensure they were 

healthy of mind, body and morality, or they would be discharged for being an 

unprofitable employee.  

Throughout all the annual reports of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance 

Commission, there was consistent discussion of the Commission being part of a new, 

objective form of social work, one which treated the mothers not as needy, but as 

employees. The reports also indicate that the recipients’ lives were improved by the 

involvement of the Commission and its investigators in their lives. They state that before 

investigators entered the recipients’ homes the women were destitute and longing for 

help, but once given financial assistance and ‘helpful’ advice by the investigators they 

were filled with joy and happiness. However, the chapter revealed that many women 

seeking assistance did not have this type of experience; every aspect of their lives was 

scrutinized, and they were required to provide all documents and information about their 

lives and children. Many could not pay all their bills with the monthly allowance alone, 

and had to take on a second job and/or take in boarders to supplement their incomes; 

Bessie Johnson, for example, who received only thirty-five dollars a month from the 
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Ontario Mothers’ Allowance and thus had to take in boarders to get by. Then there were 

the applicants who provided all the information about their lives—figuratively putting 

themselves under a microscope—only to be denied assistance, such as Ethel Jamieson, 

who was refused due to anonymous complaints made against her, although the 

accusations proved to be false.  

The process of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance was examined in Chapter 3, with 

reference to the theories of Michel Foucault. The chapter illustrated how the theories of 

continuous surveillance, knowledge, power, truth and expertise, all of which were 

involved in Foucault’s concept of governmentality, can be used to analyze the process, 

and the relationship between the process administrators and the applicants and recipients.  

Foucault argued that governmentality is a concept that involves the study of 

governance in a society in which the state is not the central governing body. 

Governmentality suggests that governance involves several levels of regulation and many 

different actors; there is the state, but there are also private organizations and citizens 

involved in the regulation of behaviour in society. Alan Hunt groups these levels into 

three categories: the above, middle and below. The above category is when the state is 

involved in governance through state-sanctioned programs, while the middle category 

represents the involvement of regulation programs through organizations such as the 

National Council of Women of Canada’s experimental allowance program. The below 

category is when the average citizen is involved, a good example being the person who 
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saw the list of Ontario Mothers’ Allowance recipients in the post office, and then 

complained about a particular recipient to the Commission. 

Governmentality also promotes discussion of who governs whom, which is 

helpful in the examination of the relationship between the administrators of the allowance 

and the recipients; it was clear that the administrators governed, and the recipients were 

governed. 

The first of Foucault’s governmentality sub-concepts discussed in this chapter 

was ‘truth’. The concept of truth involves the production of a specific discourse that 

assists the regulation of others. For example, the discourse of the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance is best represented by their phrase ‘a fit and proper mother’, which focused on 

the ‘truths’ of what was a proper woman and mother, which, in the opinion of this thesis, 

were based on the discourse developed in the mid to late-Victorian era, when the ideal of 

womanhood and motherhood was established by the middle-class. 

Foucault’s second sub-concept was ‘power’, but not the type of power most are 

familiar with; not the zero-sum game where one must give up power in order for another 

to gain it. In Foucault’s version, power is defined as capacity, and it is from this 

perspective that this chapter argues that the recipients of the allowance program lost the 

capacity to choose how to run their own lives. All their decisions in life were not only 

their own, but their investigators’ as well; they had to get permission from their 

investigators when they wanted to do anything in their daily lives. 
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The third sub-concept examined in this chapter is knowledge, more specifically 

the collection of knowledge, which was a very important aspect of the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance process. The Commission members and investigators relied greatly on the 

information that was compiled about the applicants and recipients, not only to determine 

if they were suitable candidates for the allowance in the application process, but to also 

check that recipients were behaving properly so they could keep receiving the allowance. 

The investigators collected information on every women in the process through several 

different means, including in-home visits, forms and reports, and information provided by 

neighbours and members of the community.   

This chapter also suggests that knowledge collection involved two techniques: 

surveillance and the examination. With respect to surveillance, Foucault used the 

example of the Panopticon, a prison structure that was designed to allow continuous 

surveillance of the inmates in order to collect information, or knowledge. The prisoners 

know that they could be watched at any time, and thus they become regulators of their 

own behaviour. This technique also contributes to the administration of the prison, 

because observing the prisoners provides information about their behaviour which could 

be helpful.  

Also discussed in this chapter is how continuous surveillance is important to the 

Ontario Mothers’ Allowance process, since the recipients—though not behind the prison 

walls—were also made to feel that they could be watched at any time, thus they too 
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would regulate their own behaviour. A prime example of the degree of surveillance these 

women were under, and how useful the information collected could be for the 

Commission, was the case of Ethel Jamieson, who had neighbours and complete 

strangers not only watching her, but reporting what they believed they saw to the 

Commission.  

The second technique of gathering knowledge was the examination, which was 

comprised of two activities: the categorizing of individuals and the use of paperwork. The 

examination technique is applied in the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance process through the 

home visits conducted by the investigators, which put the recipients in, “a field of 

visibility, subjected to a mechanism of objectification.”225 The visits provided 

information and allowed the collection of paperwork; investigators were required to 

complete many different monthly reports, and they collected documents from the 

recipients about every aspect of their lives, all of which were included in the recipient’s 

case file that would be held by the Commission, to be used every year to assess if their 

allowance should be renewed. The case of Amelia Ernest was used to highlight the 

number of documents that recipients were required to provide to their investigators. 

Amelia’s file contained eighty-one documents that she had given to her investigator, 

including medical paperwork proving her husband’s hospitalization, and letters from the 

principal of her children’s school proving their attendance. 

225 Barry Smith, Michel Foucault (London: Routledge, 1985), p. 87. 
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The final sub-concept examined in this chapter was ‘expertise’. It was determined 

that those who volunteered with organizations such as the National Council of Women of 

Canada, like Dr. Elizabeth Shortt, were allowed to enter the homes of lower-class 

women, due to their ‘expertise’ as middle-class mothers. Once they were in the homes 

they gained knowledge that served to further their expertise in the field. Dr. Shortt was 

able to use the expert knowledge she developed with the National Council of Women of 

Canada to become the first Vice-President of the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance. 

In Chapter 4, the origin of the ‘fit and proper person’ standard was examined, and 

it was determined that the concept emerged in the mid to late-Victorian era, when the 

ideal of womanhood and motherhood was being developed.   

This thesis argued that the Victorian ideal of womanhood and motherhood did not 

disappear when the Ontario Mothers’ Allowance began in 1920. Instead, those governing 

the behaviour of allowance recipients projected the values they had learned as young 

middle-class women in the Victorian era onto them. They also promoted the ideals of the 

proper behaviour of a woman and mother, through the use of the standard of ‘a fit and 

proper mother’. 

Young women were taught that there were two different spheres in society, the 

private and the public, and that their place was in the private sphere, where the focus was 

the care of the home and the children. Their primary goal in life should be that of mother 

and wife, caring for the children and ensuring that the home was well run. They were also 
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taught that caring for the home and children included caring about the moral fibre of the 

home. They were to be the moral guardians of the home and, as such, they must be pure 

of body and mind before marriage.  

This chapter also examined the social purity movement, including the ideology of 

maternal feminism and eugenics that the movement was based on, and the issues that 

were disapproved of, such as prostitution. The chapter analysed one of the issues that the 

movement campaigned in favour of, the hygiene and cleanliness of Canadian society, 

using the example of Dr. Shortt’s lecture, ‘Women’s Hygiene’ to a group of female 

university students in the 1890s. In the lecture, Shortt emphasized how young women had 

to take care of their physical purity and hygiene, which included the consumption of 

healthy food, and the cleaning of their homes to remove impure air and dust.  

Dr. Shortt’s lecture also revealed the origin of the word ‘fit’, in the phrase ‘a fit 

and proper mother’ with respects to the practice of hygiene. Allowance recipients were 

advised to keep their homes clean at all times, and to care for the health of their families. 

The Commission’s annual reports include examples of how the monthly allowance 

allowed the recipients to become more healthy and, in turn, provide better care for their 

children. 

This chapter also discussed the problem of the creation of the ideal of 

womanhood; how the ideal was a middle-class concept, and could not realistically be 

achieved by many lower and working-class women, who were unable to stay home and 

focus on caring for the children and maintaining the physical and moral structure of the 
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home. In order to feed their families, many of these women had to leave their own home 

to work in the homes of middle and upper-class women .  

Finally, this thesis demonstrated that, though the goal of the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance was to be an integral part of the new movement of objective social work, the 

administrators of the allowance did not achieve this goal. Instead, they administered the 

allowance program in a manner that that closely resembled the charity and philanthropic 

organizations of the nineteenth century, such as the National Council of Women of 

Canada. Though they stated in their annual reports that women receiving the allowance 

were employees of the province, the women were, in fact, treated like children; 

constantly monitored, and continually advised how to spend their allowance, care for 

their children and maintain their homes. 
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