"OH I'M JUST SICK
OF THE FACES OF MEN"
Gender Imbalancey Racey Sexuality, and Sociability
in Nineteenth-Century British Columbia*

ADELE PERRY

N 1893, NICOLA LAKE SCHOOLTEACHER Jessie McQueen penned
a letter to her mother in Nova Scotia. "Oh I'm just sick of the
faces of men," she wrote.1 With this exasperated quip, McQueen
touched upon an issue which may have troubled nineteenth century
non-native British Columbian women even more than it confuses
late-twentieth century social historians. Non-aboriginal men outnumbered non-native women roughly three to one throughout the latter
half of the nineteenth century. This paper will address the important
implications of this skewed demography by making three related
arguments. First, it will trace how Canadian historians have used two
main frameworks to analyse non-aboriginal gender imbalance: the
"scarcity model" (the notion that women's experience improves commensurately with their scarcity) and the "volcano theory" of male
sexuality (the assumption of a fixed quantity of male sexual energy).
Second, I will argue that the roots of the "scarcity model" and the
"volcano theory" can, in large measure, be traced to nineteenth century colonial discourses. Third, I provide a tentative analysis of how
gender imbalance affected white women that recognizes the historicity of the "scarcity" and "volcano" models, but is not constrained by
them. Using census materials, missionary reports, personal recollections, and travel literature, this section will examine how white
women negotiated relations with men and with women of other
cultural groups. Ultimately, I argue that gender imbalance and
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colonial race politics combined to increase white women's opportunities for heterosexual contact while restricting their social options
outside the heterosexual nexus.
*

*

*

While no academic historian has offered a sustained analysis of skewed
gender ratios, folklore of the Canadian west has been more forthcoming. Tales of the first white women to enter First Nations territory are
legion, as are stories trumpeting the plucky derring-do of lone European women traversing among frightening and exotic frontier white
men.2 Canadian feminist historians have been hesitant to either corroborate or challenge this legacy bestowed by popular memory. Indeed,
a quarter-century of inquiry into women's history has produced little on
the effect of a skewed demography on women's experience. This is not
surprising. Historians exploring women's lives in Canada have been
preoccupied with proving that, contrary to the words of an earlier
generation of male scholars, women not only were present in the
Canadian past but were crucial in the development of economies and
polities alike. Given the politicized nature of the effort to prove that
"women were there," it is understandable that few historians of gender
have been interested in exploring their relative absence.
If lacking in specific analyses of non-aboriginal gender imbalance,
Canadian historiography is replete with works which touch upon this
issue. With some notable exceptions,3 most of the fragments about
skewed demography utilize, either implicitly or explicitly, two frameworks. First, there is what I will call the "scarcity model," or the idea that
women's experience improves commensurate with their rarity. The
"scarcity model" is based upon a simplified understanding of neoclassical economics. Basically, it borrows the supply and demand cycle of
Adam Smith and imposes it on gender relations. If Smith's product rises
in price when demand exceeds supply, so women's value and options
soar when their numbers trail behind those of the male population. This
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argument has been used most extensively to interpret the gender history
of New France, but has also been invoked to explain the women's
experience in a number of other Canadian and international contexts.4
The alternative method of explaining the social implications of a
skewed demography has been to utilize, to borrow Marion S. Goldman's phrase, the "volcano theory" of male sexuality.5 This framework
assumes that there is a fixed quantity (always unspecified) of male
sexual energy which, if not funnelled into monogamous, same-race
heterosexual relationships, will burst forth in a variety of "deviant"
behaviours. Given that a non-aboriginal demographic imbalance
deprived men of their "natural" objects of desire — white women — it
is not surprising that the "volcano theory" has been used to explain
skewed gender ratios. In particular, Canadian historians have suggested that where white women were scarce, white men responded in
three particular ways: by utilizing and permitting a thriving and open
flesh trade,6 by becoming radicals,7 and by forming relationships with
4
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First Nations women.8
Both the "scarcity model" and the "volcano theory," whether evoked
subtly or explicitly, are based on essentialist understandings of both
sexuality and race. Practitioners of the "scarcity model" never compute
aboriginal women (or, for that matter, men) into their arithmetical
evaluation of women s status and men s options. Moreover, the model
is fundamentally based on the assumption of the universality of
heterosexuality, a contention that is belied both by recent work on the
historical construction of sexuality and by growing historical evidence.9 The "volcano theory" similarly depends on a nexus of transhistorical conceptions of both race and sexuality. It too presumes a
vigorous heterosexuality. Indeed, despite the credence given to the
"mightily masculine" character of the industrial frontier, only Terry
Chapman has raised the possibility that work-camps may have
provided fertile ground for a homosexual subculture.10 Like the "scarcity model," the "volcano theory" also holds that mixed-race relationships are at worst unfathomable and at best the products of abnormal
historical circumstances. Certainly few of the historians of prostitution or of western labour consider that white men may have formed
meaningful connections with First Nations women. Historians of the
fur trade, while concerned with establishing the salience of mixed-race
relationships, nonetheless explain their frequency as the product of
white women's absence.11
Neither of the main ways that Canadian historians have used to
explain non-aboriginal gender imbalance are, therefore, particularly
helpful. Both the "scarcity" and the "volcano" models are based on
essentialist notions of race and sexuality, and both simplify complex
8
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social processes. Despite these problems, historians have failed to offer
alternative explanations of how non-aboriginal gender imbalance
affected the social experience of both men and women, First Nations
and white in the Canadian past. This is not incidental, but rather
suggests that the "scarcity" and "volcano" models are integral not only
to twentieth century scholarship, but also to colonial discourse itself.
*

*

*

In order to create a more challenging analysis of gender imbalance,
race, sexuality, and sociability in nineteenth-century British Columbia, we need first to recognize the historical roots of the "scarcity" and
"volcano" models. I want to suggest that these two concepts' intellectual ancestry lies in the works of colonial promoters. By "colonial
promoters," I mean a loose collection of individuals who sought to
heighten British Columbia's prowess through white settlement under
both colonial and Canadian governments. Some worked for societies
that directly promoted immigration,12 others were missionaries, and
others still were journalists or writers much like the Maritime "promoters" described by Brooke Taylor.13 They often lacked common
political, religious, or social commitments, but were united by their
common commitment to encouraging white settlement.
The nexus of ideas offered by the colonial promoters did not spring,
Athena-like, from their peculiar Victorian heads. Rather, they borrowed ideas about gender, race, and sexuality from older traditions
such as the Colbert-inspired scheme to export white women to New
France14 and the popular political debate in mid-nineteenth century
England about "redundant women"15 and applied them to the British
Columbian context. The analyses of colonial theorist Edward Gibbon
Wakefield were another crucial component of their intellectual
heritage. Wakefield, some of whose theories of colonization were
12
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adopted by the Hudson's Bay Company in 1849,16 had a complex
analysis of the place of women in colonial development. Reacting
against what he understood as "[a]ll the evils which in colonization
have so often sprung from a disproportion of the sexes,"17 Wakefield
argued that "moral" white women were necessary to a colony's moral,
religious, and economic health.18 It would be these ideas, recycled and
recast, that would provide much of the framework that Canadian
historians of the 1970s used to deal with issues of gender imbalance.
The colonial promoters joined others influenced by Wakefield in
highlighting white women's scarcity in colonial contexts. London's
Times, for instance, commented that "there is probably no country
where the paucity of women in comparison to men is so injuriously
felt."19 Yet these commentators did not merely comment on white
women's absence. Rather, they assumed that this was, in itself, a moral
and political problem that begged speedy action. First, they mused
that white women could compel white men, especially working-class
ones, to cease their "uncivilized" masculine behaviour. White women,
Byron Johnson wrote, "were regarded with much wondering curiosity
and some amount of chivalric respect by the miners, who, with the
greatest self-denial, actually refrained from swearing within earshot,
or squirting tobacco juice within a yard of them."20 The presence of
women missionaries was said to dampen immediately the wild spirits
of gold miners. When Miss West, an Anglican missionary, was posted
to minister to "a band of white men unaccustomed to social or
religious restraints," the men "asked what they had done to deserve to
have a woman sent among them." These unruly fellows were soon,
Reverend Riley assured his British readers, won over by West's
womanly civilizing influences. "They saw," he wrote, "how true
womanliness accorded with self-sacrificing service to Christ, and
therefore dropped their scornful arguments."21
White women, then, were constructed as civilizing agents who
could quell the disorderly masculine behaviour associated with the
16
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frontier. They could also, colonial promoters hoped, deter white men
from wedding aboriginal women. This was a particular concern of the
Anglican Columbia Mission Society, which later helped to sponsor the
bride-ships that arrived in 1862 and 1863.22 Where mixed marriages
reigned, the Bishop of Oxford mused at an 1861 mission meeting:
You make any true relation between the people and the settlers an
impossibility . . . With a degraded people to deal with, with people
used, under their heathen system, to a low, 'squaw' estimate of woman,
how is it possible but that, in pouring forth from this country a mass
of men, not governed by high moral or religious principles, you should
be doing to that native race the most deadly and irreparable wrong?23
A man with a penchant for hyperbole, the bishop cautioned the
audience at another meeting to "remember that the mixture of those
different bloods is all against the new colony." "You know/' he continued, "how a very small portion of an evil influence will weaken
down a vast volume of good influences."24 Only the massive and wellcoordinated importation of white women, he thought, could quell
such national and racial contagion.
Third, white women were deemed necessary to make white men
permanent and responsible colonists. Matthew Macfie, in 1865, argued
that the presence of white women was "urgently required on social and
moral grounds." There were, he wrote:
many well-disposed single men prospering in the various trades and
professions who are anxious to adopt this country as their home. But
the scope for selecting wives is so limited that they feel compelled to
go to California in search of their interesting object, and not
infrequently are they tempted to remain on American soil — their
industry as producers and expenditure as consumers being lost to the
colonies. There is no territory on the globe presenting to virtuous
22
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unmarried females such opportunities of entering that state upon
which every right-minded woman cannot but look with approval.25
T h e Bishop of Oxford agreed. British Columbia in i860, he said, was
at a crucial stage in its development as a "race." W i t h "the absence of
woman's healing and elevating society," the young colony risked falling
outside of the realm of British law and religion and descending
straight into heathendom. 26 Thus, white women were necessary participants in the process of colony-building in three ways: they would
raise the moral tone of the white, male-dominated society, quell the
rapid development of a mixed-blood community, and ensure that
British law, mores, and economic development flourished.
There are many familiar sentiments in these passages. This is not
incidental, but rather strongly suggests that the ideas of colonial
promoters heavily informed the analyses of race, gender imbalance,
sexuality, and sociability offered in the 1870s. Like practitioners of the
"scarcity model," Johnson argued that white women would be treated
with decorous care where they were few, and Macfie asserted that
women's opportunities would increase commensurately with their
rarity. T h e British Colonist was even more explicit in utilizing the
"scarcity model." It linked women's marital selectivity to "the operation of a well-known law trade — that where there is a scarcity of an
article in the market it always commands high rates, and some
invariably refuse to sell till they get the highest prices." 27 If colonial
promoters found the "scarcity model" useful, they also found the
"volcano theory" a handy tool. Like students of prostitution, Riley
connected the absence of women with disorderly male behaviour, a
hoary trope which would be widely recycled in the anti-Asiatic movement that swept British Columbia during the Jin de siècle?* Like
scholars of the fur trade, the Bishop of Oxford suggested that the
presence of white women would spell the demise of the mixed-race
community. 29 Like many historians, the colonial promoters assumed
25
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that the arrival of white women symbolized the establishment of
"civilization" and stability.30
But rather than accepting these ideas as valid observational categories, historians need to analyse them as historically specific concepts
that should only be used with great caution. The colonial promoters,
after all, were deploying the "scarcity" and "volcano" models for
particular and highly political reasons. Take, for instance, the political
utility of the "volcano model." The colonial promoters did not assume
that white men had a "natural" need for white women, but rather
argued that white women needed to be imported to facilitate the
"civilization" of the colony. Men like the Bishop of Oxford implied
that disorderly behaviour and miscegenation were the natural state of
white men, especially the white, working-class and often American
men who peopled the gold rush. In calling for the importation of
white women, they were calling for direct political intervention.
Similarly, they used the "scarcity model" to encourage white women
to emigrate. When Macfie waxed eloquent about the homage paid to
women on Vancouver Island, he did so to encourage white women to
pack up their bags and emigrate, not in order to provide later historians with a description of experience.
If we treat the "volcano theory" and the "scarcity model" as the
discursive tools of colonial promoters, and not as valid observational
categories, what are we to say about how a skewed demography
affected sexuality and sociability in nineteenth-century British
Columbia? While this analysis is necessarily tentative and partial, I
would like to suggest two conclusions about how non-aboriginal
gender imbalance affected one particular group — white women.
*

*

*
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