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Since the end of the World War II women in Canada have been increasingly choos
ing professions which previously had been considered as entirely “male area”. This 
trend, however, began well in the 19lh century when women started working profes
sionally, fighting to be accepted in such male dominated professions as medicine, 
dentistry and law. 

The early involvement of women in medical profession was informal and it was 
as if natural extension of woman’s family role in healing, nursing and midwifery. 
However, with the development of medicine, women were excluded from participa
tion in medical profession and their role was limited to home nursing and mid
wifery. 

Generally in the field of medicine, nursing was the profession where women 
were accepted rather naturally, yet the status of this profession was not always such 
as we know it nowadays. Women’s involvement in professional nursing began with 
nuns from various religious orders who were brought to Canada and started tending 
the ill in hospitals. Their work was highly valued and appreciated by the communi
ties for which they were serving. For example when Soeur Saint - Therese who was 
a nurse pharmacist in the Red River Settlement in 1895 was ordered by her superiors 
to move to a different place near Ottawa, people who had depended on her voiced 
strong objections, had her kidnapped and returned to the settlement. 1 The tradition 
of nursing orders in Canada was the French one as English nursing orders were 
dissolved by King Henry VIII in the very year that Jacques Cartier sailed to Canada. 
As a result English nursing “fell into a dismal state of neglect and incompetence and 
was not to recover for three centuries. ”2 That is why the work of lay nurses was not 
very much valued until the second half of 19th century when the campaign 
launched by Florence Nightingale in Britain, aiming at winning more respect for this 
profession began also to have its impact in Canada. In 1874 the first professional 

1 Prentice A., Canadian Women - a History, Harcourt Brace & Company, Canada 1988, 
p. 130. 

130 Jack D., Rogues, Rebels and Geniuses - The Story of Canadian Medicine, Doubleday 
Canada Limited, Toronto 1981, p. 25. 
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nursing school was opened in St. Catherines, Ontario but the beginnings were diffi
cult and change was slow. Nurse trainees were used as the source of cheap labor in 
the hospital having classes on and off between their regular duties. In 1897 Victorian 
Order of Nurses (VON) was created in order to train nurses who were later to work 
at sparsely populated areas of Canada. VON also wanted to train nurses to act as 
midwives but such proposal was very much opposed by the medical profession and 
never became reality. Many doctors were hostile to the prospect of professional 
nursing education claiming that all that nurses needed was “genteel touch” and not 
scientific study. General appreciation for their work Canadian nurses won only dur
ing World War I, for their work for the Allied forces in military hospitals in Europe. 

The entrance of women into nursing was in a way natural, yet by no means easy. 
The entrance of women into the profession of physician was a task which at the 
beginning seemed unattainable. The difficulties women had to face before entering 
this profession can be illustrated by the lives of the first Canadian woman doctors, 
among them Emily Howard Stowe. As Canadian medical schools in the 1860s and 
mid 1870s did not accept women she studied at New York Medical College for 
Women from which she graduated in 1867. 3 4 On her coming back to Canada she was 
refused license to practice in Ontario on the grounds that as she was trained out
side the province she could not practice there unless she attended one term of lec
tures at an Ontario Medical School3 and took final exams once again. The problem 
was, however, that at that time no medical school in Canada accepted women. After 
a few years of illegal practice she was accepted by the Toronto School of Medicine, 
yet she had to face considerable hostility on the side of both professors and other 
students. Although she completed the required term successfully, she refused to 
submit to the examination and continued practicing without license until 1880 when 
she finally got accreditation. 5

3 Prentice, p. 161.
4 Merritt S., Her Story- Women from Canada’s Past, Vanwell Publishing Limited, St Cath

erines, Ontario 1998, p. 96.
5 Prentice A., p. 161.
6 Axelrod P., The Promise of Schooling: Education in Canada 1800-1914, University of 

Toronto Press, Toronto 1997, p. 96.
7 Prentice, p. 161.
8 Axelrod, p. 96.

When women began to be admitted to medical schools in Canada their lives as 
students of medicine were not much easier as they had to face hostility of the fel
low students as well as majority of the professors. For example, when around 1880 
Elizabeth Smith and three other students enrolled in the Queen’s Medical School6 
a considerable number of male students objected strongly against their presence 
starting a revolt and threatening to transfer to another school. Many of the profes
sors also could not be called non partisan making nasty remarks and comments 
during lectures. Thus Elizabeth Smith described the early experience at medical 
school “was like going through a furnace fiery and severe.”7 Such behavior lead first 
to creation for women a separate “female only class”8 and then in 1883 Women’s 
Medical College was established in Kingston and also in Toronto later the same year. 
Women - only medical colleges existed for over twenty years but around 1916 such 
practice was dropped due to purely economic reasons - this kind of segregated 
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teaching proved to be very expensive as separate facilities were needed for men and 
women.

After graduation the first women doctors in Canada had to face yet another bar
rier, namely they had to overcome the prejudice of their male colleague doctors, as 
well as mistrust of patients used to the idea of male doctors only. As one of the 
women pioneer in medical profession doctor Bessie Efner recalls: “I was doctor like 
other doctors. I had completed the same course of medicine the men in my class 
had taken, and in all modesty I can say that I considered myself as competent as 
any of them. But I was a woman. Every young doctor has to content with the social 
prejudice against the youthful practitioner. People quite naturally prefer to entrust 
their bodies to more experienced doctors (...). But in addition to being a young, 
inexperienced doctor, I was a woman. I was the first woman doctor in that commu
nity to venture into the field that from time immemorial had been the prerogative of 
men.”9

9 Jack, p. 263.
10 Prentice, p. 132.
11 Prentice, p. 132.
12 Jack, p. 644.
13 Jack, p. 644.
13 Jack, p. 644.
15 Jack, p. 57.

It was difficult for a woman doctor to get clinical experience as few hospitals 
ventured to employ them. Thus women tended to establish their practices in remote 
places where they would not compete with their male colleagues. In the late 19lh 
and at the beginning of the 20lh century many of women doctors chose to emigrate 
from Canada and became missionaries in various parts of the world. However, many 
of them managed to establish practice despite mounting problems and obstacles and 
some of them even “went on distinguished carriers.”10 For example doctor Maud 
Manteen who graduated from the University of Toronto in 191111 or in 190712 was 
one of the first Canadian women to receive Ph.D. She went to Germany where with 
doctor Leonor Michelis they conducted research on the properties of enzymes and 
devised Michaelis - Manteen Equation13 * 15 which became foundation for further re
search in bio-chemistry. She also made important discoveries and co-discoveries 
relating to blood sugar, hemoglobin and kidney functions.13

Looking at this grim picture of Canadian women fighting for so long to become 
doctors, it may sound surprising and hard to believe that the first woman started 
working as a physician in military hospitals as early as in the first half of the 19lh 
century, becoming inspector general of the Canadian military hospitals in 1857.” 
Yet, it turned out that the doctor was a woman only during autopsy after her death 
in 1865. For forty years James Barry worked successfully on various posts in military 
hospitals, advancing very quickly in military hierarchy probably thanks to the sup
port of some influential patron.

In comparison to the difficulties women had to face to become physicians their 
entrance into the field of dentistry seems easier. It can be connected with the fact 
that women started entering dental schools much later, around 1890s when general 
public became partially used to the idea of women participating in medical profes
sion. It may be also due to the fact that women were much earlier involved infor
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mally in dentistry, working as assistants and receptionists, maintaining and cleaning 
dental offices of their fathers and husbands. This kind of involvement in dentistry 
was an extension of their family roles.16

16 Adams T.L., “Gender and Women Employment in the Male - dominated Profession of 
Dentistry 1967-1917”, CRSA/RCSA, Toronto 1998, p. 27.

17 Adams, p. 28.
18 Adams, p. 32.
19 Axelrod, p. 95.
20 Axelrod, p. 97.

For some women, however, involvement in dental profession was much deeper. 
A number of them actually performed dental operations while working with their 
fathers or husbands. Around 1890s in a few cases dentists’ professional association 
accused women of illegal practice. For example in 1893 a board in Ontario accused 
a Mrs. Grigg of practice without license. In court it was established that she worked 
for her father who was a licensed dentist. The board lost the case as Mrs. Gregg did 
not receive money for her work and thus did not violate Dental Act.17

The first licensed female dentist in Ontario was Josephine Wells who graduated 
from dental school in 1893-18 She entered the profession as she had to support her 
family when her husband, also a dentist in Toronto, got ill and could not work. 
Josephine Wells was the only woman dentist practicing in Canada for almost ten 
years. Only at the very beginning of the 2011’ century more women started attending 
dental schools. There is no mention or evidence of any uproars or debates similar to 
the ones that accompanied women’s entrance into medicine. Women were treated 
with respect and mutual relations seemed to be cordial, yet few of them were 
choosing this carrier at the beginning of the 20lh century. Not only because matricu
lation standards were high in this profession but also the cost of setting up dental 
practice was substantial and out of reach for the majority of women. It is also im
portant to mention that dentistry did not enjoy as high public status as medicine.

There were many factors lying behind slow and difficult acceptance of women in 
medical and dental professions. The main of them was the 19'h century Victorian 
way of thinking and gender ideology, according to which work outside home was 
generally inappropriate for women. They were considered to be weak and fragile 
and this way unsuited for higher education. As Harvard medical professor Edward 
Clerke put it in his book published in 1874 Sex in Education “identical education 
of sexes is a crime before God and humanity” which “emasculates boys and stunts 
girls.”19 No wonder then, that it was considered absolutely inappropriate for women 
to study subjects like anatomy, especially in the presence of men.

Gender ideology was not the only argument against women in medicine. Women 
doctors were also considered to be a threat for unique status and privileges con
nected with medical profession. Women managed to overcome the barriers due to 
their dogged persistence and tremendous work, yet it was a very long lasting proc
ess and for a long time women doctors were a tiny fraction, forming only 2% of 
Canada’s doctors as late as in 1930.20
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