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“WORKING DAY AND NIGHT HELPING DICK™:
WOMEN IN POST-WAR PLANNING ON THE
CANADIAN YOUTH COMMISSION,
1942.48"

Linda M. Ambrose

“T don't know whether I should consider taking on anything else until the
Youth Commission is out of the way,” wrote Mrs. Margaret Davis in May 1946.
Refusing an offer of part-time work from the Toronto Children’s Aid Society,
she explained, “Y am working day and night helping Dick with the remaining
reports.”1 “Dick” was R.E.G, Davis, Margaret’s husband and the Director of the
Canadian Youth Commission (CYC). Largely through the initiative of the
national YMCA, the CYC had been established in 1943 as an independent body
to study the problems facing youth and to make recommendations to government
and private youth-serving agencies about the needs of fifteen to twenty-four-year-
olds in the post-war period. The reports Margaret Davis refers to were part of a
series of eleven books which included the research findings and the commission’s
recommendations on a variety of topics mciudmg employment, education,
citizenship, religion, recreation, family, and health.? This paper focuses on the
role women played on the Canadian Youth Commission and argues that their
contribution was significant, not only because of the variety and amount of work
they performed, but also because their ideas permeated commission discussions
and shaped the final reports. As a result, a study of the CYC yields important
information about wartime attitudes of women.,

Youth had become the focus of much attention during the war years because
of the important part they were playing both in the armed services and in civilian
life working in industry and agriculture. Personnel shortages during the war gave
many young Canadians their first opportunity for employment, in sharp contrast
10 the Depression years of the 1930s when it had been virtually impossible for
youth to find work. However, during the 1940s uncertainty prevailed about the
prospects for youth after the war. On the one hand, there was a feeling that youth
should be rewarded for their part in the war effort, and on the other, there was
fear that youth discontent might turn to “political upheaval” if the post-war period
did not offer sufficient opportunities for them.>

The Canadian Youth Commission, the first nation-wide study of Canadian
youth, is noteworthy not only for its scope but also for its methodology: it
obtained the opinions of thousands of young Canadians through interviews,
questionnaires, rallies, hearings, and written briefs. Although originally started
under the auspices of the YMCA,? the Youth Commission
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was begun only (o disclose that the problems of youth could not be
isolated in terms of young Protestant men. Boy or girl, Protestant or
Catholic, Jew or Gentile, all were concerned, for sex or race or creed
have little o do with alleviating the social impacts of unemployment,
of idleness, of loneliness or hopelessness.s

Not only did the CYC attempt to obtain a representative sample of all Canadian
youth, but in the selection of the fifty-four commissioners there was a conscious
effort to represent all the regions of Canada; the Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish
religions; the major political parties (including the CCF); the various sectors of
indusiry, labour, and agriculture; and both genders. Women, in fact, played three
main roles in the work of the commission: they were recruited and volunteered
their time to serve as commissioners; they were hired as writers of the reports;
and they worked as volunteer “consultants” on the research subcommittees.

World War I1 is regarded by some historians as a major turning point in the
history of Canadian women because it marked “the massive entry of married
women into the paid labour force. "® Historians’ attention has focused on what
women were doing in Canada during the war, and the seminal work of historian
Ruth Pierson documents women's involvement in the armed forces, in war
industries, in volunteer work, and in domestic work.” Yet Pierson argues that
despite the variety and increase of activity outside traditional roles, these wartime
experiences cannot be regarded as a great step toward women’s emancipation
because they were only temporary. At the end of the war women were en-
couraged to return 1o the more traditional roles of domestic and family respon-
sibilities and traditional sex-typed jobs. Most women did just that.

In an attempt to explain the retreat back to traditional roles, the authors of
Canadian Women: A History have speculated that

given the limited opportunitics for women to move out of female work
ghettos during the war, the physical and emotional strain endured by
those who combined paid employment with domestic labour, the ag-
gravation of wartime shortages, and the anxiety caused by the absence
of loved ones, many Canadian women themselves looked forward to a
retarn to full-time home life at war’s end.

While war weariness may explain the apparent acquiescence with which some
women returned to homemaking roles, certainly not all women unanimously
endorsed the post-war return to the home. In the mid-1940s, other less raditional
options were being suggested. The women associated with the CYC were among
those making the suggestions,

A study of the CYC women reveals that they were deeply involved in
planning for youth in the post-war era, and that involvement itself is 2 statement
about the fact that they thought it appropriate for women to be prominent in public
life. It is important to look at their ideas about gender despite the fact that those
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ideas were not translated into immediate results. The study of women involved
in post-war planning shows that different notions about the future status of
women in Canada {some of them quite controversial for their time) were propoesed
and forwarded.” Even though they were outnumbered by public opinion and
largely ignored by government policy-makers in the immediate post-war years,
the women on the Canadian Youth Commission provide one example of a
dissenting minority voice whose own actions and ideas were not compatible with
areturn to traditional gender roles.

The commission’s director, Dick Davis, was fully convinced of the impor-
tance of including women in the work of the commission, His early planning
notes about structuring the CYC show that from the beginning he intended to
include women among the personnel. In a November 1942 memo (several
months before the official start of the CYC), Davis listed some specific women
as possible recruits for the commission. For example, he wanted Mary Ferguson
{who was married 1o the editor of the Winnipeg Free Press) as one of the
representatives of Western Canada, and Irene Baird (a popular author and
National Film Board consuliant) as a voice for community youth services, When
he could hot think of a specific name, he simply concluded his lists with the entry

“awoman,” indicating Lhat he intended to have women represented in every arca
of commission 1nqu1ry This carly and extensive inclusion of women is
noteworthy, particularly in contrast to the Government's Commitice on
Reconstruction which established a subcommittee on women only after the fact,
and only after being lobbied by women 1o do so.!!

Although there was no question in Davis’s mind about whether or not o
include women in his list, he did stop and hesitate about how to record the names
of female members in official publications, “Actually this afternoon I am
preparing our Employment Report for pablication, and find myself stuck ¢on a
nice point of etiquette,” he wrole (o Irene Baird, after she had agreed to serve as
a commission member.

The names of the Cominission members are 1o be listed on a special
page, but I am not quite sure how you would like to have your name
appear. The three or four other married women use their husbands’
names, but for some reason or other we have you down as Mrg, Irene
Baird. Perhaps consistency isn’t important in & matter of this kind, but
yo}uzshould at least have the privilege of saying what your preference
is.

Irene Baird assured Davis that indeed she preferred to be called Mrs. “Irene”
Baird, as did a commission member from Quebec, Mrs. “Paulette” Smith-Roy
when she was asked the same question, In both cases, the women pointed out
that their own first name insiead of their husband s was the professional name to
which they and others had grown accustomed,!? Davis’s awkwardness on the

“pointof etiquette” is arcflection of the fact that women'’s participation in a public
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commission like the CYC was still somewhat novel. It was not common for
women to join together with men in discussions intended to shape public opinion
and direct public policy.

In the end, seven women agreed to serve as commissioners, and each one
brought professional prestige to the CYC by virtue of her work and her personal
associations. The CYC was based on a networking system in which many of the
members knew each other from previous associations in their public lives. In
total, fifty-four commissioners were invited to participate in order to fulfil a
variety of functions, but especially to bring prestige to the commission by virtue
of their own professional reputations, and to use their personal influence in
promoting the CYC in matters such as fund-raising and making contacts. They
also helped to shape the commission's own policies and give direction to its
research and recommendations by raising issues of concern which they felt
worthy of merit. It was a group in which the seven female commissioners made
their own significant contributions in all of the above arcas.

Four of the female commissioners were professionals with independent
reputations built on that career work, two from Ontario—Irene Baird and Alice
Vibert Douglas—and two from Quebec—Paulette Smith-Roy and Renée Morin,
Irene Baird worked for the National Film Board of Canada, travelled internation-
ally, and later served the Canadian embassy in Mexico as a representative of the
Film Board. She was also renowned as the author of Waste Heritage, an
important work of fiction on unemployed youth in the Canadian West during the
Depr-::ssion.14 Dr. Alice Vibert Douglas, a professor of astronomy and the Dean
of Women at Queen’s University, had also served on the government’s Advisory
Committee on Reconstruction as a member of the Subcommittee on the Post-War
Problems of Women.'> Students of the 1940s remember her involvement on the
Board of the Student Christian Movement at Queen’s, Paulette Smith-Roy was
suggcstcd to Davis by Father Georges Henri Levesque, who described her as

“very clever and very cultivaled...[one who] has experience in leadership and
MOreover.. enjoys & great prestige in Quebee.”! ® She worked at Laval editin ga
magazine for the co-operative movement. 17 Renée Morin met Dick Davis at the
Couchiching Conference in the summer of 1943, and he was anxious to have her
serve as a commissioner because, as he said, “she strikes me as a very alert and
very emhusmsuc woman with many contacts with youth in the province fof
Quebec].” 18 Morin was involved in adult education, and later published articles
in the journal of the Canadian Association for Adult Education.'

The remaining three female commissioners were included because they were
highly regarded for their involvement in volunteer work with community agen-
cies and women’s organizations. Mrs. W.H, (Clara Evelyn) Clark was involved
with women’s organizations including the YWCA and the Imperial Order of the
Daughters of the Empire (IODE), and she was a vocal advocate of the adult
education movement in Canada. Mrs. G.V. (Mary) Ferguson travelled exiensive-
ly speaking to women's groups and was one of the founders of the Winnipeg
Volunteer Bureau.?® Mrs. Kagpar B, (Lois) Fraser was a highly respected
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representative of several social agencies. Serving simultanecusly on numerous
boards, she later became President of the Canadian Welfare Council !

These seven women on the commission, like the male members, were part
of society’s intellectual elite. Like the men, they were very busy people apart
from their activities with the CYC; yet as commissioners, they served in a
volunteer capacity in addition to their regular work. Therefore they merit
inclusion in any discussion of women who “worked night and day” in the interests
of the commission. The female members of the commission contributed in three
important ways: they exerted personal influence to promote the interests of the
commission; they brought inteliectual acumen to the process of shaping commis-
sion policies; and they voiced positions on issucs which they considered impor-
tant to society generally, and to women specifically. In all of this, they
demonstrated that although it was a non-traditional role, women could be very
comfortable and competent operating in the public sphere.,

Because of her personal influence with John Grierson, head of the National
Film Board, Irene Baird was instrumental in providing Davis with strategies on
how to urge the National Film Board to begin promoting the activities of the
CYC. She was similarly helpful, because of her reputation as a popular author,
in publishing news of the commission’s work in Sarurday f\’ig,'hr.2 After reading
one such article, a colleague of Davis’s commented to him that “‘she is paying
dividends already for her sclection as a member [of the CYC}.”23 As a group
with big goals and a small budget, the commission counted on these kinds of
contacts in order to survive and promote itself. Clara Clark assisted the commis-
sion in the area of fund-raising although financial matters were typically an
all-male sphere for the CYC. In one of the fund-raising drives, Davis counted
on Clark’s influence with the IODE to stand the commission in good stead for a
substantizl contribution from this women'’s group.% Community groups of all
kinds were an important element in publicizing the work of the commission, and
the influence of certain female commissioners was significant among national
women'’s organizations. Mary Ferguson was a key person in introducing and
interpreting the work of the CYC to a variety of groups, both at home and abroad.
She wrote to Dick Davis from London, England, reporting,

Because of biographical data stating I was on {the] Youth Commissicn
wherever I've gone (N. §. E. & West), I've been shown youth
organizations’ leisure time programs, training schemes, etc. etc. Today
I discuss with the distinguished educators of Edinburgh the C.Y.C. and
Canadian Education in general.2

Clearly then, the women who belonged to the CYC played important public roles
in promoting the commission.

In the same way, female members of the CYC were central 1o the process of
shaping commission policies. Vibert Douglas’s correspondence with Davis
shows how seriously she took her work for the commission. Forced to miss the
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initial meeting of the CYC because of a conflict in her schedule, she took time
to compose a long list of ideas entitled “Notes on Youth Problems” which she
forwarded to Davis.2® The quality and depth of her commentary prompted Davis
to have copies of her notes made and distributed for discussion at the meeting in
Niagara Faiis in May 19432 Douglas continued to serve as an initiator of ideas
as she later pressured Davis to lobby the Government with the concerns of youth,
and rcxterated hcr concern that youth should be tmained for leadership and
responmblhty

Mary Ferguson also helped Dick Davis to sharpen his position and clarify
the policies governing the commitiee structure of the commission and its relation-
ship to affiliated groups. In a long letier to Davis, she spelled out what she said
was her own confusion about the relationship of local youth organizations to the
national CYC organization. In reality, her letter presented to Davis a problem
which was much bigger than her personal misunderstanding. She, in fact, had a
very ciear picture of the rivalry which existed between two levels of the organiza-
tion In their race to raise funds. Her letter served to alert Davis to the problem,
and he thanked her for her contribution, saying, *'T always like the direct way you
go at things and feel it is a pity you are not a little closer to headquarters so that
we could have more opportunity to talk things over.”®® Davis wasa person who
respected his colleagues, and he recognized Mary Ferguson’s contributions as
high-calibre ones.

The women on the commission did not stop at contributing ideas about how
to promote, finance, and structure the commission. They also influenced the
content of the commission’s deliberations, Full commission meetings were
brainstorming sessions where the women raised issues which they felt important.
Some of these were general issues affecting society at large, such as the paucity
of opportunities for adult education, the consequernces of youth unemployment,
the most recent statistics on ages of delinquency, and the appalling conditions of
life in rura Canada. Beyond making articulate commenis on these general issues,
the women on the comimission clearly atiempled to raise questions of specific
interest to young women. 30 The examples which follow show that the female
commissioners were concemed about traditional prescriptions of gender roles
and the effect those prescriplions might have on the lives of young Canadian
women after the war.,

Perhaps the most urgent question facing women in this wartime context was
the prospect of female unemployment following the retumn of veterans to industry
at the war's end. In a discussion on post-war employment prospects, Mary
Ferguson asked whether the commission was equaily concerned about the
opportunities available to women as well asto men. She made her case forcefully,
saying that “our concern should be for both,” Not surprisingly, she was outnum-
bered by a chorus of male voices arguing that economic stability required a certain
social order, namely that “we think [that the] duty of earning the living rests on
the man. If a girl marries the man supports her, Man first”*! The discussion
was cut short, and the problem of single women as wage-earners was not raised,
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let alone the fact that many married women would need to continue 10 work 10
support their famities. The men no doubt felt victorious, having concluded that
“full employment” meant the employment of men only, and that “artificial
schemes™ should not be allowed to muddy the waters, Ferguson had the last word
{though undoubtedly some commissioners remained unconvinced) when she
ingisted, “You have to think of more than economic return.™

This was not the last time that the issues of working women would surface,
however, and the women of the commission kept the problems of young women
on the agenda. Irene Baird served on the research subcommittee which studied
employment issues, and she reminded the commission that many women would
be demobilized from war industries, and that at least some returning military
personnel were women.>> The final report of this committee on which Baird was
so active included a ten-page chapter devoted exclusively to the employment of
young women, Concerned about young female workers, the report noted that
women working in war plants and as temporary civil service workers would
probably be dismissed at the end of the war, and pointed out that “in the majority
of cases their carnings are 100 low to permit of savings and their benefits from
unemployment insurance insufficient to maintain them adcqwmiy.”3'4 The
report pointed a finger at teaching, banking, and the civil service as examples of
professions which “discriminate against married women” and urged that “the
post-war period would seem a good time to overcome the prejudices against
married women working outside the home.” This assertion was based on the idea
that “freedom of choice to work outside the home should be the recognized ri}ght
of every married woman, even if comparatively few avail themselves of it.”

These were emotionally charged issues, and the women on the CYC felt the
frustrations very deeply. On one occasion, Lois Fraser exploded at a meeting of
the full commission during a discussion of education issues, asking, *“Why should
we force a good teacher out of her job just because she marries? If we get a good
teacher we should keep her after marriage.” This was still a controversial idea
for Canadian society in the 1940s, but the final report of the education committee
agreed with Fraser's argument, recommending that

public opinion must allow greater personal freedom in the private life
of the teacher, instead of maintaining irrational taboos. Above all, the
outmoded ban of married women teachers must be discarded.*®

During another discussion at a full meeting of the commission, Vibert
Douglas called for a sharpened focus on the issue of “domestic servants,” saying
a more appropriate term would be “household worker.” She pointed out that this
type of employment was a particularly troublesome problem for young women
since the conditions of work and the status of the workers lacked legal defini-
tion.*” Ruth Pierson has argued that when wartime concemns about domestic
service were raised (most notably in schemes such as “Home Aide” designed to
increase the number of young women entering domestic service), they were based
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on a selfish class interest, motivated by middle-class women’s difficuities in
finding suitable “help.”38 Pierson points out that domestic service was identified
as “a suitable occupation for women” and implies that wartime initiatives to
increase the number of women entering domestic service only served to reinforce
the low status of women {rapped in this female work ghetto.

But do the women on the CYC simply provide another example of middle-
class self-interest in their discussion of women working in domestic service? The
evidence suggests that while the women commissioners did not intend to
revolutionize the gender composition of domestic service, they certainly did
intend to increase the power of women who worked in that occupation, The kinds
of issues which they raised on behalf of household workers show a certain gender
solidarity, rather than class-based interests. 'Women critiquing the employment
commitiee’s deliberations clearly had the interests of the worker in mind when
they attacked the notion that working conditions for household workers should
“be determined by voluntary code rather than by legal provisions."39 What was
required instead, they argued, was legislation to ensure a minimum wage,
overtime payments (including “two hours of time ‘on call’ to count as one of
actual work” for live-in workers), and protection under “workmen’s compensa-
tion and unemployment insurance benefits.”*" In these specific employment
recommendations, the Canadian Youth Commission came to quite a radical
position as they “even advocated unionization with the power of collective
bargaining for domestic workers.”#! Within this traditionally female occupation,
women on the CYC argued that young women should be empowered to negotiate
the terms of their work, and to expect working conditions which paralleled those
found in other types of wage labour.

The fact that such concermns were recorded in the final reports of the
commission is clearly due to the influence of female commissioners, but it is also
due to the influence of female writers who collated and drafted the reports of each
comimittee. Beyond those who held official membership as commissioners, some
women worked in the less public role of writing for the commission. It was in
this role that Margaret Davis, the director’s wife, made such an important
contribution to the CYC. She was one of several women who wrote for the
commission, and their influence should not be underestimated. These writers had
the unenviable task of collating immense amounts of material collected in a
nation-wide Gallup Poll of youth as well as through other topical questionnaires,
briefs submiited by youth groups, and personal interviews with young people.
The commission received in total over 800 briefs dealing with at least seven topics
including family, recreation, employment, religion, health, education, and
citizenship issues. The committee structure of the CYC often meant that several
people made contributions to cach report and the job of the hired “writer” was to
edit and provide coherence to the piece as a whole. Margaret Davis did a great
deal of this editorial work and then passed the drafts on to others for criticism.
In that context, one of her colleagues, Eleanor Ruth Long, who had agreed to read
and critique a draft of the Youth and Family manuscript, remarked, “Recognizing
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only too well the sad state in whxch it was willed to you, I think you have done
an heroic piece of work on i.”

In addition to the huge amounis of data to be incorporated, the writers were
also faced with several revisions on each manuscript, as the fifty-four commission
members tried to achieve unanimous approval for the content of each report.
With a wide variety of political and religious viewpoints represented on the
commission, this policy inevitably delayed the progress of each publication, and
it complicated the work of the editors. Jean Morrison, who was paid $400.00 for
her editorial work on the Citizenship Report, expressed her frustration to the
Director:

Dear Dick,

I understand the Citizenship Report is being circulated to all members
of the Commission, so I gather it will be some time before comments
arc allin....

I have been wondering whether you can give me some idea when the
next editing will have to be done ont it. I have been invited to give some
lectures at the School of Social Work during February, and I won’t feel
free to do this if the Report is likely to need rush attention during that
mon% If you can guess at the prospects, it would help mte plan my
time.

The policy of commission unanimity was eventually dropped because it made
the task too unwieldy. But the case of Jean Morrison provides another example
of a married woman who, like Margaret Davis, divided her time between
mothering young children and accepting professional contracts writing, editing,
and tecturing in the fields of adult education and social welfare.

A third woman who was engaged as a professional writer for the CYC was
Blodwen Davies, who, as a well-known popular author, had written short popular
history pieces for magazines such as Chatelaine in the late 19205 and 1930s.
Davies was selected very deliberately over other candidates, not because she had
a particular expertise in writing about social welfare themes, but because her
reputation as an effective popular writer would boost the sales of the finished
book. The CYC wanted to publish a summary volume, a précis of all their other
books in one short, readable format which would appeal more to the general
reader than to the expert. Although Davies was respected for her creative flair,
Dick and Margaret Davis found it difficult to make her work to their exacting
standards, because as Mr. Davis told his colleague,

Miss Davies writes very well and her manuscript is full of eloquent
passages but she tends to ride a certain number of hobbies and has
absolutely no idea of logic in presenting her material.... The decision was
reached that Margaret should prepare an outline for each chapwr onthe
basis of which, Miss Davies will make another aucmpt
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In the end, Blodwen Davies moved to Ottawa for the duration of this writing
assignment so that she could work more closely with Margaret Davis,

Although she was not one of the seven females with official membership
status on the Youth Commission, Margaret Davis played an integral role in a
variety of commission activities, She was particularly close to the work of the
CYC becanse of her personal relationship with Dick Davis, but her involvement
was clearly more than that of a woman taking a casual interest in her husband’s
work. Margaret Davis was a professional woman in her own right, bringing
expertise in a variety of capacities including technical writing of reports, atten-
dance and involvement in full meetings of the commission board members, and
participation on a commitiee which researched and coflated information on youth
and family life. She even frequented meetings of the core Administrative
Committee, the small decision-making group around Dick Davis which really
directed CYC administrative matters. She was almost always present at those
meetings, designated either as an “invited guest” or “committee repre-
sentative.’

The fact that Margaret Davis was so fully involved in the work of the youth
commission is evidence that her marital partnership with Dick Davis was also
accompanied by a professional compatibility. George Tuttle, who worked as the
Associate Director of the CYC, remembers the Davises as a couple who shared
a common zeal for life and a common social gospel motivation 1o improve their
world. He described Margaret and Dick’s working relationship as a lively
ongoing exchange of ideas, an exchange which provided a forum for refining
their approaches to their work because they were “two very forthright individuals
who did not always agree on every point.”

Before her marriage in 1941, Margaret Svendson was well established in a
promising career in psychiatric social work in Chicago, She met Dick Davis at
a North American YMCA Conference where he was a member of the Canadian
National Council staff and a conference delegate, and she was the conference
speaker. After a courtship of some four years, Svendson was persuaded in 1941
(at the age of 41) to leave the United States, her career, her mother, and her sister,
to come to Canada as Davis’s wife. Over the next couple of years, as Margaret
was making the adjustment to Canada, to married life, and to motherhood, she
did not leave professional social work completely behind. In the personnel list
of a CYC publication in 1948, Margaret was listed as “Mrs. R.E.G. Davis, Case
ConsulmntéJcmsh Family and Child Service and Protestant Children’s Homes,
Toronto.”™" She had taken on a new identity as Davis’s wife, but she remained
eminently qualified, as a graduate of the Chicago School of Social Work, to
perform paid labour as a social worker. In her part-time capacity as a case
consultant, she travelled periodically between Montreal Ottawa, and Toronto,
working even while she had a pre-school son at home.” Already a middle-aged
professional at the time of her marriage, Margaret Davis did not renounce her
professional commitments to take on the traditional role of full-time mothering.
Yetneither was she unaffected by her marital and professional alliance with Dick
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Davis, Interms of public recognition for her work, she clearly lived the Canadian
phase of her professional life in the shadow of her husband’s roles.

It was in the midst of her busy life as social worker, wife, and mother that
Margaret became involved in the CYC to the extent that she felt she should not
accept other work until she had seen the work of the Youth Commission to an
end. Her work on the reports of the CYC is an example of how she shared in her
husband’s career; as such it parallels the experiences of other women who played
substantial supportive roles to their professional husbands. Judith Fingard has
documented the case of women at Dalthousie University before 1950 and found
that when certain male professors were indisposed, it was not uncommon for
qualified wives to assume their husbands’ duties quite competently, not to
mention quite cheaply.5 O When Dick Davis accepted a new job in Ottawa with
the Canadian Welfare Council in 1946 before the Youth Commission had
finished, Margaret Davis was hired (and paid a very substantial wage? to finish
the job of editing the reports and seeing them off to the publis.her.5 Talking
about his attempt o run both the Welfare Council and the Youth Commission,
Dick Davis privately confessed his professional dependence on his wife, saying,
“f it were not for my wife whom I have exploited unmercifully, I do not know
how I would get a}ong.”52

The nature of Dick’s “exploitation” of Margarel is not ¢lear from this one
letter, which was probably intended as a hamorous remark between friends, Yet
undoubtedly this is a reference to the fact that the work of the Commission had
extended much longer than either of the Davises had first anticipated. Initially,
the whole project was to be completed in two years, but as that deadline passed
in mid-1945 with most of the reports still unfinished, Dick Davis looked ahead
to the future direction of his own career, and accepted the Welfare Council job
in Ottawa, to begin in January 1946. Because Dick was so busy with his new
job, Margaret was playing a key role by the summer of 1946 in seeing the work
of the Youth Commission through to the end. She was doing this work while
caring for their young son and managing the Davis household—they had moved
from Toronto to Ottawa carly in 1946, in the midst of a housing shortagc.53 Itis
not at all surprising, then, that she had refused the idea of other professional
cmployment when the Children’s Aid Society offer came in May 1946. With her
work for the Commission, her husband’s career move, and adjustment to a new
city, Margaret Davis was not ready to take on anything more. Meanwhile, Dick
Davis was very anxions 0 see the Youth Commission work completed, and
recognizing that his wife was devoting herself to it at the expense of other career
opportunities, he made his remark about “exploiting” her. Certainly when the
reports were finally published, the credit for having compieted the task was given
to Dick Davis and he was regarded as the main driving force behind the project
from beginning to end,

But a careful reading of the sources shows that Margaret Davis made a very
significant contribution to the work, and in her writing she exercised a great deal
of control over the content of some of the commission’s reports. The best
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example of a CYC report which reflects the work and influence of Mrs. Davis
and other women on the commission is Youth, Marriage and Family. This book,
the final report of the research subcommittee on family life, was dominated by
women both in the process of its creation and in its content. Margaret Davis is
acknowledged in the preface as the chicf author, and she also served as an active
member of this particular committee.>

The family committee was the only one of the commission’s seven research
subcommittees chaired by a woman and the only subcommittee of the commis-
sion where women actually cumumbered men {six to five). According to the
Commission’s policy, Commissioner Lois Fraser (chair of the committee on the
family) was free to select, from among her own colleagues, committee members
who were considered experts in the ficld of the family. The six women on the
family committee all had experience in the field of social work; they were women
whose professional qualifications, not simply their gender, marked them as
experts on family life. >

There was division within the committee based on religious differences
between Protestants and Catholics on issues of morality in family life—more
specifically, on divorce and birth control. The introduction of the commitiee’s
final report, Youth, Marriage and the Family, discusses both concerns and points
out that in light of the conservative opinions voiced by committee members who
were Catholic, commitice unanimity could not be reached on these topics. The
decision to leave divorce and birth control issues unresolved was clearly an
attempt to avoid alienating the French Canadians and Catholics on the commis-
sion and in the intended reading audience.’’ The female-dominated family
committee as a whole was not, however, ready 10 be painted in conservative
colours. Most of the family committee members were more in step with the kind
of progressivism which the United Church of Canada demonstrated when it
condoned divorce in releasing its 1946 report on “Christian Marriage and the
Christian Home,” based on discussions at the Twelfth General Council meeting
in Montreal, Margaret Davis requested that the CYC obtain a copy of that report
10 assist her in her work with the committee.

But more surprising than the intemal divisions within the commitiee itself
was the fact that some women on the committee found that their ideas were far
more liberal than those of Canadian youth. Youth opinion, at least that received
by this commitice in the form of briefs written by youth groups, promoted some
very traditional ideas about gender roles and models of “ideal” (read: patriarchal)
family life. Reporting to the CYC Administrative Committee, Fraser explained
her committee's delay, citing the problem of

the mid-Victorian point of view expressed by a good many of the youth
briefs that have come in 1o date. It will not be easy to reconcile these
with the views of the committee on questions like the role of married
women in modern life,
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Convinced that the conservative elemenis were overrepresented in the written
briefs from youth {which came mostly from church youth groups), the committee
wondered whether

this may, in part be due to reluctance of the individual [youth] member
to “give himself away” in the [youth] group by expressing too extreme
views, or fear of disapproval for not accepting the teachings of the
church or organization sponsoring the group. It should be noted that no
labour union and none of the more radical groups submitted briefs on
family life. Their interests apparently ran more to employment and
other areas investigated by the Commission. The addition of their views
might have altered considerably the picture presented in these pages
[dealing with youth opinion].

Though it could not deny that these conservative ideas ¢xisted among youth,
the committee was obviously disturbed by the number of briefs reflecting those
views, and especially by the fact that those views were widely held among young
women, The final report of the CYC’s Family Committee bears the mark of the
committee members’ attempt to balance youth conservativism with their own
more progressive thought, For example, the report Youwth, Marriage and the
Family includes “a group interview with married women employed outside the
home,” conducted with female union members working in war industries. The
young wormen in this interview dismissed the idea that children suffer negative
consequences because of the mother’s work %! The main challenge for married
women who work, according to several interviewees, was having to perform both
paid labour and unpaid domestic chores,

I’s a problem trying to keep the house clean, do the washing and get
the shopping done—gosh, there are days when I come home from
work...and I just haven’t got the energy to tidy it up.62

Another young woman agreed that responsibility for household management was
the main reason why women would voluntarily leave their work in industry at
war's end.

Sure I'd like to keep on working [after the war] if I could get a
housekeeper to look after the kids and make the meals. If you don’t
have to worry about running your home 1 don’t see why you wouldn’t
want to hold down a job.

The group interview gave the testimony of young women working in non-tradi-
tional jobs as industrial workers and members of The United Electrical, Radio,
and Machine Workers of America. The group agreed that because of their work
experience they had “developed a real feeling of independence and militancy.”64
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One of the interviewees added, “‘I won't be ashamed tomarch in parades and even
to get up on a soap box if I have to....I'll be out on a job or fighting for one.™®

By including excerpts from this interview in the report, Margaret Davis as
editor gave voice to ideas which she and other committee members personally
accepted. 1t was an attempt to offset the conservative tone of the briefs they had
received. Because women with progressive ideas dominated the family commit-
tee, this interview supporting their personal opimions about the family was
included in the report. Indeed the fact that the interview was conducted in the
first place must be traced to the efforts of certain women on the committee.
Margaret Davis requested that the family committee cover the costs of hiring
Miss Esther Kingsley during the summer of 1944, so that Kingsley could act as
a research worker for the committee. The request was approved, and one of
Kingsley’s tasks was to conduct a series of interviews with women working in
industry, to note the effects which they felt upon their family life.% Without the
results of Kingsley’s research work and the directive efforts of Margaret Davis
and other women, the committee on Youth and Family would have reached
different conclusions.

In a number of areas, then, the Youth Commission was affected by the
participation of women. The seven women included in the membership list were
{ully integrated into commission activities, and their contributions in lending
prestige, assisting promotion, and shaping policy are important illustrations of
women playing prominent public roles during wartime. These individuals were
prepared to continue their public participation at the end of the war, rather than
exchange it for more traditional, iess public roles,

But their concern with the role of women in the post-war era was not simply
apersonal one. When they discussed the future awaiting young women in Canada
after the war, their ideas reveal an active effort 1o ensure that the concems of
women were on the agenda, and to change certain “outmoded ideas” about the
role of women generally. Both in meetings of the whole commission, and on the
subcommittees where they made such significant contributions, the women
consistently reiterated their concerns. They argued in the case of married female
teachers, for example, that it was time for public policy 10 recognize that married
women needed and wanted to work, and policies which restricted their access to
employment were both outdated and unfair. Concerning women who worked in
a traditional female occupation {domestic servants), they argued that these
workers had the right to negotiate the terms of their employment and 10 be
protected by law like other paid Iabourers. Attitudes toward the family were
changing, and the women on the family committee found themselves in conflict
with traditional ideas about ideal family structure, especiaily where they per-
ceived that structure to restrict the opportunities for women outside the family,

The fact that these ideas were raised and incorporated into the commission’s
final recommendations is due not only 10 the work of the seven female commis-
sionets, but also to other women who played a less public part in the work.
Margaret Davis is the most important example. As a writer for the CYC, she had
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a major influence on the content of the reports. Though the official public records
of the commission did not always acknowledge that role, a careful reading of the
sources reveals that she was involved in virtually every level of commission
work.

This involvement, and the lack of its recognition, must be understood in its
context. Margaret Davis lived her married life in the shadow of her husband’s
career, and although it does not diminish the importance of her contributions, it
certainly makes them more difficult to trace, Furthermore, it reveals a deep irony,
in that she perceived herself as merely “a helper” to her husband, while she was
in fact playing a leading role in shaping the commission reports and in calling for
less traditional roles for women in their post-war experiences of family and
employment. When Margaret Davis said she was “working day and night,” there
may have been some hyperbole intended about the time commitment she was
making to the Youth Commission. But when she said she was simply “helping
Dick” she understated the nature of her contribution and disguised the extent to
which she and other women were actively directing the course of post-war
planning in the work of the Canadian Youth Commission.
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