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BUDDLE, Melanie – The Business of Women: Marriage, Family, and Entrepreneurship in
British Columbia, 1901-51. Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010. Pp. xi, 151.
Melanie Buddle has provided a rare glimpse into a category of women’s work which is
often hidden in plain view. This study of entrepreneurial women in British Columbia has
two foci: a statistical and anecdotal examination of women who were earning a living for
their families through operating small businesses in the first half of the twentieth century;
and a study of the women and activities of Business and Professional Women’s Clubs
in British Columbia up to the 1960s, organizations Buddle describes as characterized by
race and class privilege. Buddle identifies the lack of sources available to accomplish
a thorough examination of her topics, a limitation which would not surprise Canadian
women’s historians. She used Canadian Census Data, club records for Business and Professional Women’s Clubs of Vancouver and Victoria, the Canadian Families Project data
base, newspaper accounts and archival collections. The sparse collection of personal
archives results in a study that relies heavily on census data and lacks rich documentation
of personal examples and stories.
A central theme of the book is the uniqueness of the British Columbia demographic
profile between 1901-1951. This profile highlights the ratio of women to men, resulting
from the frontier status of the province, which included a large population of single men
in resource extraction industries; the high percentage of married women, which was the
highest in Canada during the period studied; and the highest participation rate for women
as entrepreneurs in Canada. The participation figures of British Columbia widowed and
divorced women in self- employment, also higher than other provinces, are consistent
with this profile. The study focuses only on those women who are sole entrepreneurs,
not those participating in a business shared with their spouses, the rationale being that
married women who were partners in business enterprises with their husbands are missed
in census data. Buddle argues that the vestiges of the frontier history of British Columbia and its particular demographics, which provided opportunities for women to commercialize traditional sex roles in early British Columbia, continued to affect women’s
labour force participation well into the twentieth century. The demand for domestic services providing food, lodging, laundry services, and sewing, created an entry point for
women into small self-owned businesses. The actual number of women entrepreneurs
in British Columbia during the period of study constituted a small percentage of the
total population of women in the work force. And self-employed business women were
predominantly both older than wage earning women, and married. It is interesting to
note the percentage of B.C. women working as self-employed farmers was significantly
below the Canadian percentage for the same occupation. Across Canada, excluding B.C.,
self-employed farmers were the largest group of women entrepreneurs from 1901 through
to 1951. In British Columbia, other self-employment occupations such as sewers, and
lodging-house keepers, and in later years retailers, outranked famers.
While incorporating gender into the history of business, Buddle defends a focus only on
women and women’s organizations, which reflects the current politics around gender studies rather than any methodological issues. She acknowledges the difficulty of addressing
the categories of race and ethnicity in her study due to the reliance on census data which
does not record these in relation to women’s entrepreneurial activities. Chapters four and
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five, which focus on organized business and professional women, are exclusively about
Anglo –Canadian women, who are white and predominantly middle class. This study
reflects the recurring frustration experienced by most Canadian historians: the dearth of
available sources that document the lives of the diverse populations of Canadian women,
which continues to limit the scope of historical projects and of archival collections.
The first chapter introduces the main themes of the chapters, some theoretical considerations, and related Canadian historiography about entrepreneurial women. Chapter
two explains what Buddle claims is an unexpected connection between marriage and
business for white women in British Columbia and the opportunities presented by the
demographic imbalance of the sexes in the early part of the century. The realities of
seasonal work for marriage partners, frequent absences or desertion by husbands, and
a demand for domestic services explain the statistics that show B.C. women turned to
establishing small businesses to support themselves and their family members. The third
chapter summarizes the main entrepreneurial occupations found in the census data and
the Canadian Families Project, and indicates the factors leading to the decline of self
employment among B.C. women over the half century even as women’s participation in
employment increased.
Chapter four describes how women in Business and Professional Women’s Clubs
negotiated a careful position between maintaining a respectable and acceptable public
image while at the same time challenging the unequal treatment of women in the workforce and in the business community. An unexpected inclusion in this chapter is a section
on mock weddings and other mock social rituals used for entertainment in the clubs and
a brief reference to same sex relationships. This section seems to have more examination
than it warrants, and Buddle draws on an American source to interpret the meaning of
these activities. Chapter five documents the conscious effort business women sustained
to appear feminine and non-threatening in a male dominated occupation while performing the same or similar work as men. Buddle points out that attention to a ‘womanly’ self
presentation, which was reinforced by media coverage of business women, was often
critical to success in business.
This study demonstrates some of the challenges of organizing a dissertation into book
format, in its coherence and its presentation. Census data is not a good foundation for
historical narrative. Buddle’s research is an important contribution to narrowing a gap in
Canadian women’s history, the history of Canadian business and in British Columbia history. It successfully contextualizes women’s business ventures, enabling us to appreciate
the significant role self employed women fulfilled in nascent British Columbia society.
Nanci Langford
Athabasca University

CONWAY, Kyle – Everyone Says No: Public Service Broadcasting and the Failure of Translation. Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011. Pp. ix, 217.
Kyle Conway’s Everyone Says No is an illuminating, nuanced study of a thorny and conceptually-challenging subject. It examines how the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation

