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ABSTRACT

Domesticating the Betsiamites River:

Modern Domesticity and Hydraulic Frontiers

Isadora de Burgh Galwey

This paper considers how the modern domestic ideal and the better living standards it
promised encouraged the transition towards the “all-electric home.” It examines how household
electricity consumption in Montreal contributed to the expansion of Hydro-Québec’s
infrastructure in what is today called the North Shore. Although many have promoted
hydroelectricity as a sustainable alternative to carbon-based fuels, the rapid expansion of energy
networks since the end of the Second World War has accelerated human activity and resource
extraction, which in turn contribute to the current climate crisis.

From the interwar period to the late 1950s, homemakers were introduced to new
technologies and sold the idea that the mechanization of the home was a means of performing
their work with greater dignity and efficiency, and of signalling their worth as devoted Catholic
mothers. This research examines how domestic ideals informed women’s decisions to adopt
household appliances and the subsequent expansion of Hydro-Québec’s infrastructure along the
Betsiamites River. The Bersimis complex and the subsequent hydroelectric projects in the
Betsiamites-Manicouagan-Outardes watershed resulted in lasting environmental disruptions,
establishing new forms of colonial control over traditional Innu lands and shaping the inequitable

relationships between Innu communities and the state that continue to this day.
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Introduction

The 1954 annual report published by the Commission hydroélectrique du Québec (Hydro-
Québec) celebrated its achievements during its first decade. Since the nationalization of the
Beauharnois Light Heat and Power generating station and the private utility, Montreal Light Heat
and Power Co. (MLHP), initiated in 1944, the Commission had already increased the province's
power-generating capacity by 188%.! Hydro's client base was increasing at a "rythme toujours
accéléré,"? noting how more subscribers on the island of Montreal were adopting “home
comforts,” resulting in a 241% increase in electricity consumption per client.® The city of
Montreal had already reached the milestone of one million people in 1951, with suburban growth
doubling, from a little over one million to 2,110,000.* A point of pride in the report was the
“launch of a bold, gigantic project,” adding 2 million horsepower to the grid to “make available
in Montreal electricity generated in the North Shore wilderness of Québec.” The Bersimis
project was located on the Betsiamites watershed and the predecessor to the well-known
Manicouagan-Outardes complex. As the Commission reported, the project had opened a new

“frontier” for a string of megaprojects that would feed the province’s hunger for electricity.®

Hydro-Québec’s 1954 report offers valuable insights into the optimism surrounding state-

led investments in the energy sector and the pivotal role they would play in the province's

! Québec Hydro-Electric Commission, ed., 4 Decade of Progress (Québec, 1955), 15. Collections de BAnQ.

2 John McCammon, “Rapport Annuel 1950,” Commission Hydroélectrique de Québec, February 1951, Archives
d’Hydro-Québec.

3 Québec Hydro-Electric Commission, 4 Decade of Progress, 13.

4 Paul-André Linteau, The History of Montréal: The Story of a Great North American City (Baraka Books, 2013),
141.

5 Québec Hydro-Electric Commission 4 Decade of Progress, 23.

¢ “En survolant le Nord,” Entre-Nous, 1956, 18. Archives d’Hydro-Québec.



prosperity. Electricity was already bound up in notions of modernity and progress. Historian
David Nye, for example, has shown that electricity was “invoked as the panacea for every social
ill and the key to a whole range of social and personal transformation.”” While he emphasized
the technological sublime of urban street lighting, many others at the time - ranging from
reformers to educators, consumer groups, and, not to mention, advertisers - believed that
scientific and technological progress would benefit the private sphere just as it had industrial
society. Many argued that electricity and the technologies it powered made women more
productive by reducing the time spent on arduous tasks, enabling them to meet new standards of
cleanliness and care necessary to maintain their families' health.® Electricity was the gateway to

better living standards and “the good life,” the civilized, more comfortable life.

The historical connection between “home comforts” and the Bersimis project provides a
snapshot of a pivotal moment in Québec's energy history, highlighting the interconnected themes
central to this thesis. Specifically, I focus here on the first hydroelectric development project
built by Hydro-Québec, Bersimis-I and Bersimis-II, as well as the promotion of household
energy practices taught to young girls and women. As noted by historian Brittany Luby, “the cost
of affluence was disproportionately borne in Canada: although status Indians accounted for 1.2
percent of the population, most environmental damages occurred on their lands.”® Scholarship on
Hydro-Québec often bypasses the first phase of nationalization and the Berismis projects. Yet

these were the first in a long series of hydroelectric development projects across the North Shore,

" David E. Nye, American Technlogical Sublime (MIT Press, 1994), 143.

8 Abigail Harrison Moore and Ruth W. Sandwell, “Anthropocene and Women,” in In a New Light: Histories of
Women and Energy (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2021), 6; Clarence Hatton-Proulx, “Creating Supply,
Creating Demand: Gas and Electricity in Montréal from the First World War to the Great Depression,” Journal of
Energy History/Revue d’Histoire de I’Energie, no. 5 (2020), 9; Dorotea Gucciardo, “The Powered Generation:
Canadians, Electricity, and Everyday Life” (The University of Western Ontario, 2011), 156.

% Brittany Luby, Dammed.: The Politics of Loss and Survival in Anishinaabe Territory, Critical Studies in Native
History (University of Manitoba Press, 2020), 12.



intended to empower the province and its people. This contrasts with the experiences of families
from the Pessamit and Ilnu communities whose ancestral lands were lost due to the damming of

the Betsiamites River.'?

Social histories of energy and histories of science and technology have given little
attention to “the material properties of various forms of fuels or energy — a.k.a. “resources”—

used by new technologies,”!!

choosing instead to focus on the cultural and ideological impacts of
the industrialization of modern societies. Industrial capitalist societies rely heavily on energy, yet
the incentives shaping household energy use and the reasoning behind these practices remain
underexplored. My research draws on the work of historian Ruth Sandwell by examining
household hydroelectric consumption in Montreal in the 1950s, and the material impacts of
infrastructure on the Betsiamites-Manicougan-Outardes watershed in the North Shore. Although
previous research has examined the ecological costs and the effects on Indigenous and local
communities resulting from infrastructure expansion, the relationship with the residential sector
remains underexplored.'? By juxtaposing these two themes, supply and demand, I show how the
energy system directly connects energy production, household energy consumption, and their

environmental impacts: crucial elements of energy histories that historians have often

overlooked.

10 Justine Gagnon et al., ““Where You Have to Bypass’: History, Memory, and Multiple Temporalities of Innu
Cultural Landscapes,” American Indian Quarterly 45, no. 4 (2021), 362.

! Ruth W. Sandwell, “Changing the Plot: Including Women in Energy History,” in In a New Light: Histories of
Women and Energy, ed. Abigail H. Moore (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2020), 22.

12 Gagnon et al., ““Where You Have to Bypass," 363.; Stéphane Savard, “Concilier I’exploitation hydroélectrique et
la protection du territoire: le cas de la Direction de I’Environnement d’Hydro-Québec, 1970-1980,” in Pouvoir et
territoire au Québec depuis 1850, ed. Harold Bérubé et al. (Septentrion, 2017), 312.; Stephen R.J. Tsuji et al.,
“Green Energy—Green for Whom? A Case Study of the Kabinakagami River Waterpower Project in Northern
Canada,” Sustainability (Switzerland) 13, no. 16 (2021), 2.; Tina Loo and Meg Stanley, 4n Environmental History
of Progress: Damming the Peace and Columbia Rivers., no. 92 (2011), 401.



By treating electricity as both a cultural symbol and a commodity, we can examine the
locked-in systems created when homemakers adopted home comforts, as well as the expansion
of infrastructures built by Hydro-Québec on the North Shore. Once an electrical outlet and an
electric stove are in place, it is difficult to switch back to a wood- or gas-fired stove. The issue is
similar to that of hydroelectric infrastructure. Once installed, infrastructure not only becomes a
permanent fixture of the landscape but also increases the likelihood of subsequent projects in the
same area. By connecting these seemingly disparate elements, my research considers how
Western industrial societies became reliant on centralized energy services and how economic and
ideological ideals organized and justified these developments. Given the current climate crisis, it
is critical to examine key historical moments that were consequential to the global environmental
emergency we face. The 1950s were a period of “great acceleration” during which energy
consumption, from petroleum to hydropower, intensified dramatically.!* However, research has
focused on petroleum because of its importance to carbon dioxide emissions, hydropower has
been less examined, in part because renewables, or “green energy,” are considered less harmful
and could therefore maintain the status quo. In Canada and Québec, large hydropower projects
are built in northern regions characterized by fragile ecosystems, leading to significant ecological
changes that disproportionately impact Indigenous communities. Examining patterns of
consumption and their associated impacts provides a broader understanding of the complexity of

the climate crisis.

I adapt Andrew Needham’s micro-to-macro approach in Power Lines, in which chapters

move back and forth between suburban demand and sites of production on Navajo land in what

13 J. R. McNeil and Peter Engelke, The Great Acceleration: An Environmental History of the Anthropocene
(Harvard University Press, 2014), 33.



is today the southwestern United States.!* This dual structure allows the reader to trace everyday
consumption practices and their connections through power lines to sites of coal extraction and
power generation. The structure of this thesis replicates Needham’s framework to focus on the
expansion of Hydro-Québec's energy system into the Nitassinan and to tie it with energy
practices that women were encouraged to adopt. By taking this approach, I was able to better
understand the emergence of an energy culture where “particular subjectivities, institutions, and
infrastructures of an energy system emerge and develop.”!®> Max Liboiron and Josh Lepawsky
offer frameworks for thinking about transitions and systems change to observe what fundamental
principles are reproduced. They propose thinking about theories of change through the lens of
discard studies, which allow researchers to examine the mechanisms that enable norms to
become dominant, what is centred, and what is discarded in this process.'® One way to do this is
to “defamiliarize” oneself by looking at the history of how something became normal.!” 1
believe that this framework offers novel ways to discuss energy histories. To examine women's
roles and housework through the lens of discard studies is to ask who profited, which ideals were
centred, and how both profit and ideals materialized in the kitchen and northern rivers. How did
centralized systems influence women's work and shape new identities? What core ideals

influenced the adoption and expansion of centralized energy systems?

With a few exceptions, historians have not extensively explored the relationship between

household energy consumption and the colonial and environmental legacies of hydroelectricity

4 Andrew Needham, Power Lines: Pheonix and the Making of the Modern Southwest. (Princeton University Press,
2014).

15 Thomas Pfister et al., “Towards Studying Energy Systems as Energy Cultures,” Innovation: The European
Journal of Social Science Research 30, no. 3 (2017), 239.

16 Max Liboiron and Josh Lepawsky, Discard Studies: Wasting, Systems, and Power. (MIT Press, 2022), 62-63.

17 Liboiron and Lepawsky, Discard Studies, 120.



in Québec during the second half of the 20" century. We can explain this underexplored
relationship in part by the genealogical arc of historiography, grounded in economic history and
industry studies, which fused electricity with the utility companies responsible for its production
and distribution. The principal focus of early scholarship on hydroelectricity in Québec was the
dynamics of the private sector and the economic impacts of nationalization.'® Over the past two
decades, scholarship has shifted towards the cultural significance of Hydro-Québec. Stéphane
Savard and Caroline Desbiens have examined the lasting impact of the crown corporation on
Québec culture. As an infrastructure, Hydro-Québec expanded and consolidated the provincial
boundaries, serving as a symbol of economic emancipation par excellence.'® Their analysis
demonstrates how Hydro-Québec’s cultural clout has overshadowed lasting environmental
impacts and Indigenous dispossession. Nevertheless, their work focuses on the cultural meaning
of Hydro-Québec rather than electricity. The narrow focus of this historiography has obscured
the colonial, environmental, and gendered relationships sustained by large, centralized energy

systems.

A rare exception in the field is Ruth Sandwell’s application of a feminist framework to
energy history. In the introductory chapter of In a New Light, Sandwell demonstrates how gender
and domesticity are valuable concepts that enable us to examine the influence of energy on

everyday practices. As homemakers, women were encouraged to modernize their household

18 Claude Bellavance, “L’Etat, la « houle blanche » et le grand capital: I’ Aliénation des ressources hydrauliques du
domaine public québécois au début du XXe siccle,” Revue d histoire de I’ Amérique frangaise 51, no. 4 (2002), 487.;
Claude Bellavance, Shawinigan Water and Power, 1898-1963: Formation et Déclin d 'un Groupe Industriel au
Québec (Boréal, 1994); Claude Bellavance, “Origines économiques et techniques de la Nationalisation de
I’¢électricité au Québec : Expérience Du Régime Mixte (1944 a 1963),” Cairn 1, no. 1 (2003), 37.; John H. Dales,
Hydroelectricity and Industrial Development: Quebec, 1898-1940. (Harvard University Press, 1957).

19 Stéphane Savard, Hydro-Québec et I’Etat québécois: 1944-2005 (Septentrion, 2013), 79.; Caroline Desbiens,
Power from the North: Territory, Identity, and the Culture of Hydroelectricity in Quebec, in Nature, History, Society
(UBC Press, 2013),12.



labour by using new energy sources and appliances to participate in the illusory march of
progress, aligning their roles and work for the technological age.?’ Clarence Hatton-Proulx’s
Travailleuse anonyme similarly situates women's work in Montreal within the history of
electrification, revealing a negotiation process that reflected localized needs, constraints, and
cultural values.?! An important facet of their analysis was that electricity served both as motive
power and as a commodity used to redefine domestic labour. Hatton-Proulx’s dissertation
expands on the physical changes to Montreal's urban landscape, detailing the material impacts of
a developing energy-intensive culture.??> His work shows how ideals about modernity and
progress materialized and shaped urban landscapes and everyday practices. Both studies
underscore that homemakers, as consumers, were at the forefront of household energy

transitions.

To understand the evolution of the relationship between women’s work and consumer
society, my research draws on feminist histories of technology and consumer studies. Ruth
Schwartz Cowan’s More Work for Mother has significantly influenced scholarship on the impact
of industrialization on women’s unpaid work and on changes in household dynamics. While
distribution networks for consumer goods, technologies, and centralized systems imposed on
them alleviated certain household tasks, they also shifted domestic responsibilities onto
homemakers.?* By making women’s work visible, and indeed central to the maintenance of the

household, Cowan argues that domestic labour was instrumental to the economic and political

20 Moore and Sandwell, “Anthropocene and Women,” 35.

2l Clarence Hatton-Proulx, “Travailleuses anonymes et modernité énergétique: ’industrie électrique et gaziére et
I’économie domestique a Montréal, 1904-1959,” Revue d’Histoire de I’Amérique Frangaise 75, no. 3 (2022), 40.
22 Clarence Hatton-Proulx, “Une histoire sociale et matérielle des transitions énergétiques urbaines : le cas de
Montreal. 1945-1980,” (Université du Québec a Montréal, 2023), 6.

23 Ruth Cowan Schwartz, More Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology from the Open Hearth to
the Microwave (Basic Books, 1983), 170-171.



growth of industrializing societies. Joy Parr’s Domestic Goods complicates Cowan’s narrative by
examining the experiences of women as consumers from diverse backgrounds in Canada. Her
research focused on women's agency in negotiating the meanings of objects sold to them and on
how cultural values, such as thrift, mitigated overt mass consumption associated with the U.S.
By examining homemakers' everyday choices and how they negotiated their role as citizen
consumers, she demonstrates how the political landscape, class, and morality shaped modes of
consumption.?* Ultimately, Parr rejects the linearity and blind acceptance of American mass

consumer culture that Canadian scholars had often adopted.

Recent scholarship on consumer culture has complicated the binary distinction between
passive and active characterization of women’s consumer behaviour. As Bettina Liverant argues,
consumption and consumer behaviour are better understood at the “intersection of practices and
the structures of government, capital, and society, precisely located in time and place.”?® In
Buying Happiness, Liverant discusses the limitations of agency within a market economy by
examining the evolution of discourse around consumption and its politicization by intellectuals,
politicians and civil servants as a form of Canadian nationalism from the late 19" century to the
1960s. She demonstrates how standards of living, elaborated in the early 20" century and
sharpened by the Depression, were pivotal in redefining the state's role and its intervention in
household economies. Buying Happiness traces how discourse and policy initiatives transformed
Canadian society from a culture of thrift to one in which citizenship and social welfare were

linked to consumer spending patterns and purposes. In Liverant’s chapter in the edited collection

24 Joy Parr, Domestic Goods: The Material, the Moral, and the Economic in the Postwar Years. (University of
Toronto Press, 1999), 32-33.

25 Bettina Liverant, “Negotiating Narratives: Recent Approaches in Consumer Studies,” Canadian Labour Studies,
71, (2013), 222-223.



North of America, she examines how the American middle-class ideal set the standard by which
the state defined Canadian living standards. While the model was unattainable for a large
proportion of Canadian families, it nevertheless shaped conceptions of what an average
household should possess in a modernizing consumer society.?® The chapter argues that while
Canadian historians have successfully demonstrated how culture, race, and class mediated
imported middle-class ideals from south of the border, they nevertheless became models of “the
good life.”?’

The first chapter of this thesis supports Liverant’s argument by examining how modern
domesticity evolved and was reconciled with Catholic morality in Montreal during the first half
of the 20" century. I examine how French-Canadian families in metropolitan areas altered their
shopping, spending, and household routines in response to a new culture of mass consumption,
drawing on the works of Denyse Baillargeon, Magda Fahrni, and Marilyne Brisebois. Their
research allowed for a more nuanced analysis as norms around consumption changed,
demonstrating how religion, politics, and shifting economic contexts shaped and constrained
women's roles, particularly those of working-class women, and their relationship to consumer
culture in Québec and Montreal. Studies of Montreal homemakers show the strategies women
used to manage household budgets?® and how some politicized this role and made demands upon

governments for basic welfare measures.?’ A growing share of the population in postwar Canada

and Québec fostered ideals about living standards that pushed households to consume more

26 Bettina Liverant, Buying Happiness (UBC Press, 2018), 114-115.

%7 Bettina Liverant, “Rethinking Postwar Domesticity: The Canadian Household in the 1950s,” in North of America:
Canadians and the American Century, 1945—60, 143.

28 Denyse Baillargeon, Making Do: Women, Family, and Home in Montreal During the Great Depression, 24;
Marilyne Brisebois, “« La maman est I’économe de la maison » : La ligue ouvricre catholique et la consommation
quotidienne au Québec, 1939-1954,” Revue d histoire de I’ Amérique frangaise 70, no. 1-2 (2016), 140.

2 Magda Fahrni, Household Politics: Montreal Families and Postwar Reconstruction (University of Toronto Press,
2005), 126-127.



energy and goods. Historians who have examined how consumer behaviour intersects with
institutions, social norms, and the political economy, show that the adoption of household
appliances and electrification were not immediate or universal processes.>° Their work
underlines that women were actively encouraged and taught to incorporate these innovations into
their daily routines. As such, women’s labour within the home became inextricably linked and
organized by an expanding industrial capitalist system that defined early twentieth-century
Montreal. The spread of appliances and electrification was not only a matter of technological
progress but a reflection of the cultural and economic principles that made these commodities

available and desirable.

As valuable as this literature is, it tends to remain focused on domestic and cultural
dimensions of consumption without considering their environmental consequences. What
remains underexplored is how natural resources sustained middle-class ideals. Here, the insights
of environmental historians have been essential. Andrew Needham’s Power Lines exemplifies an
approach that connects micro-level consumption with macro-level production, documenting the
transfer of wealth from Navajo land in the form of coal deposits needed to sustain modern living
standards.?! In the Canadian context, Tina Loo and Meg Stanley show how high-modernist
ideals of improvement during the postwar period shaped provincial and national politics. The
assumption that state management, science, and technology would make life easier and better
motivated the development of large hydroelectric mega-projects. They consider the uneven

distribution of costs and benefits, as well as the environmental and social impacts of these

30 Ruth Cowan Schwartz, More Work for Mother; Joy Parr, Domestic Goods; Bettina Liverant, Buying Happiness;
Magda Fahrni, “Counting the Costs of Living,” 483—503; Marilyne Brisebois, “« La maman est I’économe de la
maison »,” 139-161.

31 Needham, Power Lines, 7.
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projects.®? In Moved by the State, Loo uses case studies from across Canada to examine social
development projects that impacted and displaced rural and marginalized communities,
underscoring the costs of state-led modernization.*® Brittany Luby’s Dammed discussed how the
same state-led Norman Dam development project transformed Anishinaabe lands, affecting
traditional subsistence practices and leading to economic and food insecurity. Dammed offers an
Indigenous perspective on these impacts, contrasting them with the benefits settlers enjoyed.>* In
Québec, Caroline Desbiens, Justine Gagnon, and Eric Kanapé wrote a series of articles on how
Hydro-Québec infrastructure altered ancestral lands of the Pessamit community, particularly
those affected by the Bersimis and Manicouagan-Outardes hydroelectric development projects.
Their work is part of an ongoing collaborative project with the community as they negotiate the

Petapan Treaty with the provincial government.>?

Historians of domesticity and consumer culture have convincingly demonstrated how
gender, class, and specific cultural contexts influenced household practices. They have paid less
attention to the environmental consequences of these practices. Environmental historians and
scholars drawing on insights from the field have documented the ecological and colonial impacts
of hydro projects, but often without considering how the demand for “home comforts” was
framed, gendered, and promoted in everyday life. By drawing on these different currents, I aim
to bridge the historiographical gap by situating energy consumption at the intersection of energy

and consumer history with an environmental history framework. This thesis highlights how

32 Loo and Stanley, "An Environmental History of Progress," 401.

33 Tina Loo, Moved by the State: Forced Relocation and Making a Good Life in Postwar Canada (UBC Press,
2019), 6.

34 Luby, Dammed.

35 Gagnon et al., ““Where You Have to Bypass,”" 365; Justine Gagnon and Caroline Desbiens, “Mapping Memories
in a Flooded Landscape: A Place of Reenactment Project,” Emotion, Space and Society, no. 27 (2018): 40.
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postwar Québec’s electrification was a project that simultaneously altered the minutiae of daily
household labour and integrated northern rivers, such as the Betsiamites, into provincial power

networks.

My archival research began with multiple trips to the Hydro-Québec archives at a
substation in Hochelaga. The archives hold fonds from all the utilities expropriated during the
nationalization process. Due to ongoing legal battles between Innu communities and Hydro-
Québec, archival sources discussing the Bersimis projects are restricted. I consulted company
newspapers from the MLHP and Hydro-Québec, dating back to the 1930s, for articles on the
electrification of homes, the development of the Montreal electric system, and the Bersimis
project. Company magazines and documents were useful for examining promotional campaigns
targeting homemakers and for examining the central role the Commission hydroélectrique du
Québec hoped to play in building a prosperous, modern Québec.

I also drew from Home Economics manuals at the Congrégation Notre-Dame (CND)
archives. The CND was the principal publisher of domestic science and home economics
textbooks from the turn of the 20" century until the early 1960s. They sold manuals to schools
throughout Montreal in both English and French, purchased by various organizations, notably the
Action Catholique. The bulk of my research relied on materials from the Bibliothéque et
Archives nationales du Québec in Montreal and their online collection. The most useful
collections were those of the Ligue ouvriére catholique, Jeunesse Ouvriere Catholique, and the
Service de Préparation au Marriage, each affiliated with the Action Sociale Catholique
movement. The movement, which originated in Belgium, is significant as it aimed to re-
christianize the urban working class by engaging with the material realm. Religious leaders in

the movement addressed the “social question” of growing material inequalities emerging in

12



urban and industrialized centers.>® Magda Fahrni and Maryline Brisebois have examined these
organizations as consumer activist groups and, as such, as part of a broader movement of citizens
grappling with the rising cost of living in an increasingly market-dependent economy.>’

I reviewed newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets from the turn of the 20" century to
1960, to gain insight into how the Bersimis project was perceived by its proponents and
opponents, and how it was received and discussed. La Revue Moderne and the Federation Saint-
Jean-Baptiste journal La Bonne Parole were useful for examining the evolution of
advertisements for appliances and for gaining insights into societal changes. Taken together,
these sources reconstruct both sides of Québec’s emerging energy culture, co-constituted by
everyday practices through which women integrated electricity into family life and by
infrastructural projects that extended Hydro-Québec’s reach into the North Shore.

The chapters are organized thematically. I first examine the incentives that encouraged
homemakers to adopt home comforts and trace how these practices contributed to the
development of the Bersimis project. Focusing on these two points allows me to grapple with
histories of household energy consumption and production. I examine the growth of the energy
sector during the postwar period and how homemakers were incentivized to adopt “home
comforts.” From the interwar period to the late 1950s, modern domestic ideals, energy, and its
potential to raise living standards were synonymous. This close-knit relationship evolved
alongside the transition from a culture of thrift to a consumer culture governed by moral
guidelines for how much to spend and on what. The adoption of home comforts was about being
a good mother, securing the well-being of one's family and, by extension, the French-Canadian

Catholic family. I examine the arguments presented to homemakers in home economics

36 Brisebois, “« La maman est I’économe de la maison»,” 141.
37 Fahrni, Household Politics, 119; Brisebois, “« La maman est I’économe de la maison»,” 144.
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textbooks published in Montreal, in La Revue Moderne, and in materials from women-led

associations, and consider the tensions between tradition and progress.

The second chapter connects domestic demand to the Bersimis complex. I argue that the
Bersimis development project helped sustain the living standards discussed in Chapter One. Just
as electricity was central to ideals of domesticity and progress, the expropriation of the MLHP
was integral to the province's development during Maurice Duplessis’s Union National
government. I consulted annual reports and employee magazines to understand how Hydro-
Québec responded to increasing household electricity consumption. Entre-Nous allowed me to
see how the crown corporation positioned itself as the driving force behind the province's
progress and the evolution of the Bersimis project on the Betsiamites River. Both Entre-Nous
and newspaper articles from the period provided a wealth of information about how the project
developed and was received by the public. Finally, I discuss the outcomes and environmental
costs, drawing on reports from Indian Affairs and testimonies from members of the Pessamit
community. By contrasting domestic ideals, which prioritize comfort and convenience with
hydroelectric development, the chapter demonstrates that Québec’s nation-building and
modernization demanded unprecedented quantities of resources. This comparison underscores
the link between modern living standards, measured by home comforts, natural resource
extraction and an expanding settler state. Increased energy production and the acceleration of
extractive projects did not decline by the end of the period in question. The chapter concludes
with the announcement of the Manicouagan-Outardes complex as an example of Hydro-

Québec’s continued impact.
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By combining the study of household energy consumption with the politics of hydro
development, this thesis broadens the analytical scope of Québec’s energy history. It argues that
nation-building in postwar Québec was enacted simultaneously in the electrified kitchens of
Montreal and in the hydroelectric megaprojects of the North Shore. Within this system, women’s
domestic labour and consumer choices were framed as essential to the survival of the French-
Canadian culture. Ideals of modern living and progress have had a lasting impact, laying an
uneven foundation for Quebec’s economic emancipation.®® Incorporating household energy
practices and connecting the Betsiamites River to the history of energy in Québec complicates
the slogan “maitre chez nous,” which was cheered by Jean Lesage just a few years after the

Bersimis-II was completed.

38 Dalie Giroux, L @il du maitre : Figures de I'imaginaire colonial Québécois. (Mémoire d’encrier, 2020), 5.
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Chapter 1

Modern Domesticity

Since the 1980s, feminist historians such as Ruth Cowan Schwartz have legitimized women’s
experiences in the private sphere as an important historical subject, consequently, research on
shifts in the meaning and practice of domestic labour and the private sphere expanded. It
revealed how industrialization, urbanization, and the rise of waged work influenced social norms
and continually redefined the boundaries of an idealized domestic life.! Their research has
enabled a growing body of work to examine how energy shaped women’s domestic labour and
how homemakers were active participants in the development of Western energy cultures that
have led to the current climate crisis. While their agency was constrained by gendered, class, and
racial hierarchies, women’s active engagement with diverse energy sources was instrumental in
the energy transitions of the 20™ century.? The importance of homemakers' decision-making
process was recognized and targeted by promoters, reformers, and educators who sought to adapt
their labour to “the industrial context and the domestic technologies it had given rise to.”® The
adoption and spread of new technologies, from large hydroelectric projects to everyday
appliances, was shaped by gendered hierarchies and the historical and cultural contexts in which
they emerged. By examining how French-Canadian mothers were encouraged to rely on

centralized services from the early 20th century through to the 1950s, we can shed light on how

! Bettina Bradbury, “L’économie familiale et le travail dans une ville en voie d’industrialisation: Montréal dans les
années 1870,” in Maitresses de maison, maitresses d’école : Femmes, famille et éducation dans [’histoire du Québec
(1983; Boréal Express), 289; Sandwell, “Changing the Plot,” 29; Denise Baillargeon, Making Do, 9.

2 Vanessa Taylor, “Anthropocene Women: Energy, Agency, and the Home in Twentieth Century Britain,” in In a New
Light: H