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ABSTRACT 
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Forests have long been important to understandings of Canadian identity. While 

transformations in forest policy, industry and forested landscape dynamics are fairly well 

documented, little attention has been given to how shifts in nature’s discursive and material co-

construction (socionature) shape gendered relations of power, particularly when analysed across 

time and space. To fill this gap, I employ a multiscalar conceptual framework that combines 

tenets of environmental history with feminist political ecology, as together these subfields 

provide the tools necessary to explore how and why gendered socionature is important to 

understandings of forest landscapes and livelihoods in rural eastern Ontario. In particular, I 

focus on small-scale forestry operations occurring in the Mazinaw-Lanark Forest Management 

Unit and the rural communities within and surrounding this region, analysing men and women’s 

circumstances and experiences as they relate to shifts in forest policy, industry and forest 

landscape dynamics. Using a mixed-methods approach, I assess qualitative and quantitative data 

to reveal how forest actors maintain social, ecological and material power, which in turn define 

gendered opportunities and constraints. My research reveals a number of key insights. First, 

capitalist and patriarchal constructions of forests shape continuity and change in terms of 

gendered opportunities and constraints. While forest industry, community and household 

conditions maintain men’s socioeconomic advantage and political power, these dynamics also 

negatively impact men. Forest sector restructuring, coupled with declines in work availability,



 

 

 have unsettled traditional notions of manliness tied to men as brawny breadwinners, resulting in 

a crisis of masculinity that differentially impacts all rural residents. Second, while growing 

opportunities exist in terms of women’s ability to contest traditional roles and responsibilities, 

they continue to suffer socioeconomic disadvantage relative to men. Third, trees and other 

components of nature relationally define gendered forests by generating wealth (via forestry, 

nature-based tourism) and setting limits on production (the decline of large-scale forestry, 

species at risk). In this way, material nature is understood as an important actor, relationally co-

constructing forest use and the differential, gendered impacts of environmental change. The 

thesis concludes by identifying ways to diversify analyses of forest relations in the interest of 

promoting socio-ecological health. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1 Canada’s Forests 

Forests have long been important to understandings of Canadian identity, playing a 

central role in shaping the nation’s history, character and culture (Bone, 2005; Hayter & Barnes, 

2001; Innis, 1930; Lawson, Levy & Sandberg, 2001; Loo, 2006; MacEachern, 2003; Natural 

Resources Canada, 2016; Norcliffe, 2001). Forests cover roughly 38% (347 million hectares) of 

Canada’s landscape, providing habitat for two-thirds of the nation’s wildlife and invaluable 

ecological services, such as maintaining biodiversity, clean water and air, carbon sequestration 

and flood control (Natural Resources Canada, State of the Forests, 2016). Ninety four percent of 

these forested areas are publically owned land (Crown land), thus subject to provincial or 

territorial government regulation. 1 Of Canada’s publically owned forests, 47% are independently 

certified as sustainably managed, 7% protected from development, and the remainder deforested, 

regenerated and/or lost to insects and fire (Natural Resources Canada, State of the Forests, 2016).  

Many lives are wrapped up in this socionatural history - Indigenous people, government, 

forest industry representatives, rural residents, nature-based tourism operators, recreationalists, 

conservationists, artists, scientists, various flora and fauna. As such, forests cannot be 

understood simply in terms of their materiality - ecological units where trees, as a major 

biological component, support a range of plants, wildlife, insects, and other organisms. In 

addition to their physical nature, forests are a socially constructed place, and both the material 

and discursive transformations of the forested landscape have shaped (and been shaped by) race, 

class and gender dynamics.  

Broadly speaking, my research investigates the importance of these social dynamics to 

understandings of Canada’s forest history. I explore how gender, in particular, works across time 

and space in relation to class and race in the Canadian resource community context and this 

                                                           
1 The British North America Act of 1867 established Crown Lands as a provincial responsibility. The provinces and 
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project’s study area – rural, eastern Ontario. Given the prominence of small-scale forestry in 

rural, eastern Ontario, my research focuses primarily on these actors and those who interact with 

them (public staff, community members, tourists, cottage owners, etc.). Due to an emphasis on 

interrogating gendered relations of power and its intersections with class, my research does not 

allow for an in-depth examination of race and colonisation. I recognise, however, that these 

dynamics are important to this colonial history. As such, the following literature review 

introduces these social dynamics, outlining why they matter, first in the Canadian context then in 

rural, eastern Ontario. To conclude, I present the specific aim, research objectives and 

conceptual framework guiding my work.  

Race matters to Canada’s forest history because these nature spaces were (and still are) 

sites of colonisation. Cole Harris (2004) argues that if we are to understand colonialism, it is 

essential to investigate the sites where these processes were actually practiced, revealing the 

strategies, practices and tactics on which colonialism relied. For thousands of years Indigenous 

people have depended on the nation’s vast network of forests – with their culture and way of life 

intricately wrapped up in hunting, fishing, foraging, living and worshiping throughout these 

nature spaces (Harris, 2004; Loo, 2006; Pyne, 2007; Smith & Rogers, 1994). With the arrival of 

European settlers, Canada’s forests were subjected to the forces of colonisation, redefining the 

landscape according to priorities most often at odds with the needs of Indigenous people 

(Harris, 2004). Forests were fragmented and converted to farmland, roads, railroads, a source of 

significant wealth for resource extraction industries, particularly lumber and timber operations, as 

well as a key source of employment for rural settlers dependent on primary industry production. 

As a result, Indigenous people were increasingly affected by the impresses of trade, war and 

disease associated with the settlement of forests (Harris, 2004; Pyne, 2007).  

Class matters to discussions of Canada’s forest history, because rurality is a key 

determining factor in terms of poverty, mediating access to education, healthcare, housing and 

transportation (Pini & Leach, 2011). To talk about rising rural unemployment, lower education 
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levels and higher mortality rates is to talk about class (Bradbury, 1987; Little & Morris, 2005; 

Little, 2002; Loo, 2006; Pini & Leach, 2011; Sandwell, 2016; Wilson, 2014). In remote and 

sparsely populated communities, rural families have experienced difficulties such as labour 

options, access to hospitals and doctors, as well as the expense of rural transportation (i.e. fuel) 

(Sandwell, 2013, 2016; Wilson, 2014). Where work is available, resource sector jobs (in farming, 

forestry, fishing and mining) have dominated employment opportunities (Davis, 2000; Little, 

2002; Reed, 2003; Sandwell, 2016; Wilson, 2014). Up until 1951, for instance, work in Canada’s 

primary industries led all other industries and manufacturing sectors combined (Sandwell, 2016). 

Today, primary industry work continues to be an important employment opportunity for rural 

Canadians, although one continuously subject to boom and bust cycles, work availability and 

financial instability (Bavington, Grzetic & Neis, 2008; Davis, 2000; Dunk, 1991; Sandwell, 2016).   

Historically, as Canada’s largest industry and employer, the forest industry has played a 

powerful role in (re)constructing the forest landscape as a source of wealth. At the turn of the 

19th century, only the fringes of New Brunswick’s pine forests had been cut, and the Ottawa-

Gatineau area marked the inland limit of lumbering in British North America. But by 1835, 

barely a tributary of the Miramichi, Saint John and Ottawa Rivers remained unexploited. As the 

forest rent was exhausted, trade intensified among operators. Large, diversified, well-capitalised 

and well connected forestry companies dominated operations, controlling trade by acquiring vast 

forest licences, employing large lumbering gangs under contract, building large, efficient 

sawmills, and operating their own vessels or railways (Apsey, Laishley, Nordin & Paille, 2000; 

Lee, 2006; Long & Whiteman, 2001).  

In the 1840s, for instance, Joseph Cunard (a politician and owner of lumbering, milling 

and shipbuilding firms in New Brunswick) and three branches of the Scottish firm Pollock, 

Gilmour and Company controlled virtually all harvesting and trade taking place in northeastern 

New Brunswick (Drushka, 2003). William Price (owner and founder of the William Price 

Company, acquired by Abitibi Consolidated Inc.) employed 1,000 men to harvest the forests 
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along the Chicoutimi and Saguenay Rivers in Quebec in the 1830s, had sawmills at Chicoutimi 

and a steam tug to take ships up from the St. Lawrence (Long & Whiteman, 2001). In the 

Ottawa valley, J.R. Booth’s firm was producing over 30 million board feet of lumber in the 

1870s, and in the next decade built the Canada Atlantic Railway to bring out the cut from its 

Parry Sound licences (Lee, 2006; Long & Whiteman, 2001).  

By the late 19th century, however, most of the forests from the more accessible reaches 

of eastern Canada’s river systems had been harvested; and by the turn of the 20th century, trade 

from most of Upper and Lower Canada’s small ports had declined (Apsey et al., 2000; Drushka, 

2003; Long & Whiteman, 2001).2 As trade declined, competition among the few remaining 

operators intensified and companies either moved to the more remote reaches of their forest 

limits or headed west, where firms such as Mossom Body and D.D. Calvin shared successes 

similar to those experienced in the eastern part of the nation. With old-growth forests exhausted 

across Canada, the 20th century focused on the less discernible pulp and paper market. This shift, 

however, also brought increased capital requirements, and many firms continued to amalgamate 

as a result, shaping the patterns of corporate dominance that defines much of the forest industry 

today (Drushka, 2003).  

At present, Canada’s forest industry maintains the world’s largest forest product trade 

balance - a position it has held since trade statistics were made available (Natural Resources 

Canada, 2016). The vast majority (85%) of forest production occurs on provincial or territorial 

Crown lands and therefore is subject to governmental legislative authority. While large-, trans- 

(TNCs) and multi-national corporations (MNCs) dominate Canada’s Crown forest production 

and tenure to harvest Crown land, smaller-scale operations are also present. Table 1 highlights 

these operational differences, while also detailing revenue and employment variations across 

Canada’s top 5 producing provinces.  

                                                           
2 Prior to Confederation in 1867, Canada consisted of several British colonies: PEI, NS, NB and the Canadas 

(Upper and Lower – present-day Ontario and Quebec). 
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Table 1. Provincial Forestry Statistics. Data compiled from Provincial forestry statistics and Statistics Canada, 2018. 

Province Primary 
species 

harvested 

Primary 
species 

population 
(2017) 

General Forest 
Company/Manage-
ment Unit Details 

(2018) 

Volume 
Harvested 

(cubic 
metres, 
2015) 

Total revenue 
from goods 

manufactured 
(2015) 

Forest 
industry 

employment 
(2016) 

British 
Columbia  

Western 
redcedar 

4,777,157 Home to 3 of the 4 
largest forest 
production companies 
in Canada; 6 
companies hold the 
rights to log > 
29,000,000 m3/year; 
small-scale companies 
hold the rights to 
1,311,736 m3 total. 

67,970,000 19,262,809,000 59,942 

Quebec Yellow 
birch 

8,356,851 > 20 large-scale 
companies, TNCs and 
MNCs administer to 
majority of 71 FMUs. 

28,559,000 17,837,770,000 73,725 

Alberta Lodgepole 
pine 

4,280,127 29 FMUs; 21 
administered to by 
large-scale companies, 
TNCs and MNCs. 

28,064,000 6,073,136,000 18,283 

Ontario  Eastern 
white pine  

14,094,167 45 FMUs; large-scale 
companies, TNCs and 
MNCs dominate the 
north (e.g. Abitibi 
Forest Unit, 
administered to by 
one company, > 
700,000 m3/year); 
small-scale forestry in 
the eastern part of the 
province (e.g. 
Mazinaw-Lanark 
Forest Unit 
administered to by 12 
companies that 
harvest from <5,000 
to 150,000 m3/year).  

15,829,000 13,365,917,000 49,525 

New 
Brunswick 

Balsam fir 757,771 9 FMUs; all held by 6 
large-scale companies, 
TNCs and MNCs.  

9,363,000 Not available 13,083 

Note: A Forest Management Unit (FMU) is an area of forested public land designated under the various Provincial 
Forest Acts. Each FMU is administered to by a tenure agreement, which allocates the right to harvest Crown timber 
in an FMU to companies and individuals.  

 

For centuries, rural Canadians have depended on the nation’s forest industry. Today, 

over 200,000 people are employed in the forest sector, with almost 100,000 indirect jobs, 

providing more than 650 rural communities with significant economic benefits (Natural 

Resources Canada, 2016; Statistics Canada, 2018). By virtue of their resource dependency, rural 
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communities are deeply affected by pivotal moments of environmental change, representing not 

only biophysical manifestations but also socio-economic and political transformations in terms 

of boom-bust cycles, forest policy shifts and forest sector restructuring (Bone, 2005; Lawson et 

al., 2001; McCalla, 1993; McLeman, 2010). Indeed, Canada’s forests are intricately linked with the 

lives of rural people – shaping (and being shaped by) their work, private households and the 

communities who provide the labour and production zones necessary for this industry (Sandwell, 

2016). 

Missing from most discussions of Canada’s forest history, however, is an analysis of the 

gendered dimensions of the resource sector, resource management and rural resource-dependent 

communities (Bradbury, 1987; Loo, 2006; Pini & Leach, 2011; Sandwell, 2016). Gender matters 

when talking about Canada’s forest history because it is through an exploration of rural women 

and men’s lives that other important issues, such as power in terms of difference and diversity, as 

well as how identities are defined and constructed, come to the fore (Bock, 2006; Carstairs & 

Janovicek, 2013; Loo, 2006; Sandwell, 2016; Scott, 1986; Wilson, 2014).  

Given their connection to the land, rural people’s identities, their sense of masculinity 

and femininity have, historically, been wrapped up with their role in producing and consuming 

the natural world (Brandth & Haugen, 2005; Bock & Shortall, 2006; Davis, 2000; Dunk, 1991; 

Merchant, 1990; Sandwell, 2013, 2016; Wilson, 2014). Important to these gendered identity 

constructions are structural and discursive factors, which have shaped access to material 

conditions, such as land ownership, work, mobility, education, etc. Farms and forestry 

businesses, for instance, were (and continue to be) most often passed down through the male 

line, resulting not only in men’s physical dominance over the landscape but also their sense of 

self, influenced greatly by their work on the land (Brandth, 2002; Sandwell, 2016; Wilson, 2014). 

At the same time, rural boys and men have provided a skilled and knowledgeable workforce for 

resource industries established across the nation. Infrastructure projects have also played a key 

role in providing wages for rural men and boys (Sandwell, 2016). Roads, railroads and, later, 
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power networks of electricity, oil, and gas, linked towns and cities to each other, and to the rural 

natural resources that were, by the early 20th century, beginning to generate considerable wealth 

in Canada (Sandwell, 2016, p. 17). 

With adult males away for weeks (even months) for work at winter logging camps 

and/or spring log drives in the 19th and early 20th centuries, rural women across the country ran 

households and farms, ensuring their survival (Campbell, 2013; Sandwell, 2013). This unpaid 

labour in the home, however, has historically not been included as work in labour statistics 

(Sandwell, 2016; Whatmore, 1991). Yet, the rural home was, and still is for many, a site of labour, 

blurring the lines between living and working (Sandwell, 2016). Within the home and on the 

farm, many rural women were responsible for making butter, raising and sometimes slaughtering 

pigs, chickens, and cows, tending vegetable gardens, picking wild fruits, and cooking and 

preserving food. Some women hunted, fished and trapped. Others knew how to repair clothing, 

sew, knit and weave. Many rural women also had some knowledge of medicinal plants and the 

basics of nursing (Sandwell, 2016).  

Rural women have also relied on wages earned in towns, in small industrial enterprises 

such as canneries and jam factories that characterised the countryside, as cooks and maids at 

hunting and fishing lodges, as well as on other farms (Davis, 2000; Leach, 2000; Pini & Leach, 

2011; Sandwell, 2016). Today, most rural job growth is occurring in the service sector, providing 

women additional employment opportunities not so readily available in the resource sector 

(Green, 2007; Little, 2002; Little & Morris, 2005; Pini & Leach, 2011). In rural areas, a key way 

this has taken shape is in expanding hospitality and tourism industries. These service sector jobs 

(i.e. retail, hotel/motel cleaning, etc.) are nevertheless some of the lowest paid positions. 

Meanwhile, better paying jobs are on the decline due to neoliberal government restructuring, 

which has reduced public sector employment (i.e. teaching, nursing, government officials) - 

formerly among the best paying jobs for people, especially women, in rural areas (Green, 2007; 



8 

 

Leach, 1999; Little & Morris, 2005; Pini & Leach, 2011).3 Coupled with dramatic 

reconfigurations of the welfare state in Western industrial nations, already disadvantaged rural 

groups are placed at further risk (e.g. the poor, people with disabilities, the unemployed, the 

aged) (Milbourne 2004, 2010; White et al., 2003).  

In order to explore these historical dynamics in more detail, this thesis turns to rural, 

eastern Ontario, where, like many forest-dependent communities, transformations in the 

forested landscape have shaped (and been shaped by) race, class and gender dynamics. 

1.2 Eastern Ontario’s Forests 

 

The forests of eastern Ontario, as they exist today, are an assemblage of second- and 

third-growth coniferous and deciduous trees, with hardwoods such as maple (Acer spp.), oak 

(Quercus spp.), poplar (Populas spp.), ash (Fraxinus spp.), beech (Fagus grandifolia Ehrh.) and birch 

(Betula spp.) making up two-thirds of this mixture. Coniferous trees such as white pine (Pinus 

strobes L.), red pine (Pinus resinosa Ait.) and white cedar (Thuja occidentalis L.) make up the majority 

of the difference (Pinto, Romaniuk & Fergusun., 2006). Together, the trees are part of a complex 

ecosystem consisting of a profusion of insects, plants and animals, a number of which are 

considered endangered or species at risk (Mazinaw-Lanark Forest Management Plan [hereafter, 

M-L FMP], 2011-2021, ‘Inventory and Information for Species at Risk’, pp. 40-45). Glaciated 

Precambrian Shield, interspersed with swamps, ponds, rivers and lakes, makes up a large part of 

this densely forested landscape, resulting in a number of intersecting watersheds. The Trent, 

Moira and Salmon Rivers flow south into the Bay of Quinte, while the Mississippi and 

Madawaska headwaters flow eastward to the Ottawa River and down to the St. Lawrence. 

                                                           
3 Since the late 1970s, there has been an emphatic global turn towards neoliberalism, a political economic theory that 

promotes liberating entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterised by strong 

private property rights, free markets and free trade; processes achieved through deregulation, privatisation and the 

withdrawal of the state from many areas of social provision (Harvey, 2005). 
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Eastern Ontario (Figure 2) and its forests are, however, more than simply a natural space. Race 

matters to this socionatural history because, like much of Canada, eastern Ontario’s forests were 

(and are) a site of colonisation. Before Europeans (largely Anglo-Saxons) and Americans started 

settling the region in the early 1800s, Indigenous people dominated the forested landscape. The 

oldest recorded evidence of humans in the region dates back 4,000 years to the Laurentian 

culture (French, 2009). These were largely nomadic people who roamed the forested landscape, 

hunting, fishing and worshiping throughout the region (Annual Archeological Report, 1894-95, 

p. 46).  

 

 
Figure 2. Map of eastern Ontario, including the main counties that make up this project’s study area.  

 

When the first French explorers arrived in the 1500s, Algonquin tribes had claimed the 

northern parts of the region, and the Mississaugas lived in the south. The Iroquois (or 

Haudensaunee) peoples lived south of Lake Ontario, but used some lands north of the Bay of 



10 

 

Quinte and the St. Lawrence as their summer hunting grounds (French, 2009). Among the first 

Indigenous peoples to encounter European colonisers were the Oneida and Cayuga tribes of 

what is today the Iroquoian Six Nations, which also includes the Onondaga, Seneca, Tuscarora 

and Mohawk.  

 What is known from these first encounters is that Indigenous peoples manipulated the 

landscape with fire and axe. Grassy patches attractive to deer were burned, and berry shrublands 

probably set ablaze quite extensively – a pyric form of horticulture (Pyne, 2007, p. 43). Further 

examples of forest landscape transformation are found in ancient trails carved out by Indigenous 

peoples that follow even older deer trails, said to be Eastern Ontario’s first ‘roads’, the same 

pathways early settlers used to travel across the landscape (Parr Traill, 1836/1929; Moodie, 

1853/2007).  

The historical presence of Indigenous peoples in Eastern Ontario’s forests is inscribed in 

centuries-old pictographs, such as the Ojibwe (or Chippewa) story of ‘big and little bear’ (also 

known as the Big and Little Dippers) found on Bon Echo rock – an ancient Precambrian cliff 

jutting straight out of the region’s deepest lake (Mazinaw, or Massinog - the name given by the 

First People) and located in the heart of what is now Bon Echo Provincial Park (Bon Echo 

Provincial Park Guide, 1986, p. 3; Pelshea, c. 1980). Indeed, Indigenous peoples have long been 

present in the region’s forests, dependent on its flora and fauna; most species – from the 

mosquito to the moose – were in one way or another vital for food, clothing, shelter, containers, 

and tools, or played a prominent role in religion and mythology (Smith & Rogers, 1994, p. 15).   

Initially, trade was the basis of the relationship between Indigenous people and settlers. 

Catherine Parr Traill (1836/1929, p. 178), for instance, wrote extensively about trading with the 

Ojibwe women of Rice Lake (near what is now Peterborough) for their ‘elegant baskets, pretty 

mats and napkin rings made from birch bark and grass’ as well as ‘vessels of birch bark so well 

manufactured that they serve for holding water, milk, broth or any other liquid.’ She told of the 
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Ojibwe’s ‘ingenious birch-bark canoes’ which incorporated ‘cedar laths...the tough roots of 

tamarack...and varnished using a thick tree resin’ (Parr Traill, 1836/1929, p. 291). 

With mass settlement, however, these trade-based relations and systems of cross-cultural 

borrowing were replaced by colonial systems of land accumulation (Smith, 1989). Land 

‘agreements’ affecting Upper Canada (now Ontario), begin with the Royal Proclamation of 1763, 

which established large sections of Canada’s interior as ‘Indian lands’ and  prohibited settlement 

(French, 2009). Yet just 20 years later this agreement was severely gutted when Captain William 

Crawford negotiated treaties with several Mississauga chiefs as part of the ‘Crawford Purchases’. 

In exchange for guns, gunpowder, and other goods, Britain obtained the land covering much of 

what is now Lennox & Addington County. In 1793, Tyendinaga Township (located in what is 

now Hastings County) was granted to the Mohawks in recognition of the loss of their traditional 

lands in the United States and for siding with the British in the American Revolution. Over the 

years, however, this territory has been severely reduced from 37,615 hectares to just 7,124 

(French, 2009, p. 41).  

In an effort to promote mass settlement in the region and further colonise the forested 

landscape, the Province, then Upper Canada, began giving away free land grants in the 1820s to 

Americans and recently-emigrated European families (French, 2009). With these free land grants 

came survey lines, property boundaries, colonisation roads and railways, superimposing on 

Indigenous peoples’ former lands what Cole Harris (2004, pp. 178-179) defined as the 

‘disciplinary technology of Canada’s new human geography’ – the tangible processes of 

colonisation that established where Indigenous people could and could not go. Reinforced by 

landowners and backed by the courts, Indigenous people’s movements were restricted or 

channelled, cutting them off from the resources on which they had always relied. 

With intensive forest exploitation established as Eastern Ontario’s primary commercial 

economy, Indigenous peoples were further dispossessed from the land. In 1826, for instance, the 

Council of Upper Canada established the Province as the owner of Crown forests and industry 
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as primary user (Isherwood & Vergheggen, 1997). This relationship was further ensconced with 

the introduction of the province’s first statutory Forest Management Act in 1849. The purpose of 

this legislation was to ensure that the forest industry had privileged access to Crown forests and 

that a portion of revenues from forest exploitation were paid to the Province. This goal was 

achieved through the introduction of licenses to harvest on Crown land - basically a form of 

long-term rent – which granted forest companies the rights to log large swaths of Crown forests 

in exchange for a portion of timber revenues paid to the Province (Isherwood & Vergheggen, 

1997).  

Throughout this period, the Algonquin peoples actively challenged the Province and 

forest industry’s claims to the forests, submitting numerous petitions at Council proceedings that 

challenged the legislation that saw them dispossessed from their land in the region. In one such 

petition from 1847, the Algonquians state: ‘lumbermen...are destroying our magnificent forests 

and appropriating to themselves our fine timber’ (M-L FMP, 2011, Supplementary Document: 

Socioeconomic & Regeneration, p. 4). In another example from 1863, eight Algonquin Chiefs and 

over 250 Algonquians presented a formal petition to the Department of Indian Affairs. In it they 

state that their hunting grounds, which included the headwaters of the Madawaska and other 

rivers in the region, were being impacted by forestry activity.  

Early survey records demonstrate the Algonquin people’s presence in the area further 

supporting these claims. Alexander Murray (1853) and J. A. Snow (1854), for instance, referred 

to meeting Algonquians within the vicinity of the Madawaska River (M-L FMP, 2011, p. 4). 

Evidence is also found in Bob Lyons’ book (1987) entitled Touring the Past: A guide to Old Mines, 

Ghost Towns and Historic Sites of North Hastings, in which he described the Algonquians and 

Nippissing band under Chief Jean Baptiste Keijico-Manitou at and in the vicinity of Baptiste 

Lake (Hastings County) in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (cited in M-L FMP, 2011, 

Supplementary Document: Socioeconomic & Regeneration, p. 4).  
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  Various township census reports of the late 19th and early 20th centuries also support the 

continued presence of Algonquians throughout Eastern Ontario’s forests (M-L FMP, 2011, 

Supplementary Document: Socioeconomic & Regeneration, p. 5). An extensive historic research report 

conducted in 1993 by the Minister of Aboriginal Affairs (covering the periods from about 1850 

to 1980) provided ample evidence of the Algonquin and Nipissing peoples using what is today 

the Mazinaw-Lanark Forest Management Unit (M-L FMU) for hunting, fishing, trapping and 

gathering purposes. Finally, there is significant archival and oral evidence of occupation by 

Nipissing and Algonquian peoples in the area, especially at and in the area of Baptiste Lake (M-L 

FMP, 2011, Supplementary Document: Socioeconomic & Regeneration, p. 6). 

Another component of the colonial arsenal that resulted in the dispossession of 

Indigenous peoples and broke treaty rights in Ontario was the establishment of parks and game 

reserves (Blair, 2000; Calverley, 2009; Cummins, 1990; Tough, 1991; Hodgins & Benidickson, 

1982; Killan, 1993; Smith 1989). Beginning in the mid-19th century and continuing well into the 

1940s, thousands of hectares of land across the province were set aside to facilitate the 

propagation of desired trees and animal species (i.e. economically valuable trees and game/fur-

bearing animals) (Tough, 1991). The Province also established a series of wildlife conservation 

laws and enforced these stringent protocols regardless of treaty hunting rights, thus severely 

impacting Indigenous peoples’ livelihoods and capacity for sustenance provision (Calverley, 

2009; Thorpe, 2008).  

First Nations communities continue, however, to fight these processes of colonisation. 

Starting in 1983, the Algonquins of Golden Lake presented Canada and Ontario with a formal 

claim on behalf of the Algonquin Nation for recognition of continuing Aboriginal rights and title 

to the Ottawa River watershed in Ontario. In 1985 the Algonquians of Golden Lake (now the 

Algonquians of Pikwàkanagàn) served Ontario with Notice of Claim under proceedings against 

the Crown Act that the portion of land under claim, which includes part of the Mazinaw-Lanark 

Forest Management Unit, had never been surrendered to or purchased by the Crown. Land 
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claim negotiations between Ontario and the Algonquians of Golden Lake began in June of 1991, 

following the completion of evidence gathered through historical and legal research. The 

Algonquians also provided Canada and Ontario with evidence of current traditional use of the 

territory including area within the M-L FMU. Canada formally entered the negotiations in 

December of 1992, and more recently these negotiations were expanded to include nine of the 

off-reserve Algonquin communities. In 2013, after almost 20 years of negotiations, an in-

principle agreement was reached which transfers 47,550 hectares of Crown land back to 

Algonquin ownership in eastern Ontario (M-L FMP, 2011, Supplementary Document: Socioeconomic 

& Regeneration, p. 6).  

The numbers of Algonquin people asserting their rights to land has increased in recent 

years, resulting in increased decision-making control and forest use – a trend that is expected to 

continue as more Algonquin people seek a link to the past in the recovery of their culture (M-L 

FMP, 2011, Supplementary Document: Socioeconomic & Regeneration, p. 6). These forest uses continue 

to be primarily harvesting activities that include sustenance fishing, hunting, gathering and 

trapping opportunities, as well as commercial activities such as baitfish, birch bark products and 

other forest products.  

Of further concern, however, is the extent to which local First Nation and Métis people 

have been marginalised from the forest sector. The ML-FMP states that it is unclear just how 

many Indigenous people are engaged in forest management and milling operations (M-L FMP, 

2011, Supplementary Document: Socioeconomic & Regeneration, p. 4). Yet, census statistics from 2006 

report that less than 1% of people working in the M-L FMU forestry sector are Indigenous 

(cited in the M-L FMP, 2011, Supplementary Document: Socioeconomic & Regeneration, p. 10). 

While I attempt to speak to the historical and ongoing erasure of Indigenous peoples 

from understandings of Canada’s resource use history, an emphasis on understanding the 

gendered implications of forest policy, industry and forest landscape dynamics, has resulted in a 

study ill-suited to a thorough analysis of the racialised aspects of forest use in Ontario. First, 
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patrilineal systems of inheritance and a history of masculinised forestry work have largely 

restricted forest company ownership to white settler men. Given their longstanding positions of 

power, white settler men maintain a particular understanding of historical and present-day forest 

policy and industry dynamics, including the gendered aspects of forestry work (i.e. gendered 

occupational segregation). Thus, their voices were prominent in understandings of Eastern 

Ontario’s gendered forest use history. 

Second, before being granted access to individuals for interviews it was necessary that I 

gain the trust of rural residents and forest company owners, particularly given my identity as a 

female researcher and ‘outsider’ (from the city) studying rural communities and a male-

dominated industry. This most often required demonstrating an in-depth understanding of the 

region’s forest use history, which involved extensive archival research, a local historical literature 

review, conducting a number of key informant and informal interviews, attending local 

community events, shopping at local stores and living in the area for over a year before residents 

would speak to me in detail about the historical and present-day implications of forest 

dependency. As the vast majority of rural residents in eastern Ontario are white settlers, 

interviews and participant observations with forestry company owners, as well as with locals in 

towns, at hunting shows, fairs and community events were dominated by their perspectives, 

leaving little capacity to make connections/recruit Indigenous people for interviews. 

 Finally, research questions were skewed to investigations of historical gendered forest 

identities, roles and relations. Where questions were asked (both formally and informally) about 

race (particularly white settlers’ relationships with Indigenous peoples in the region and 

Indigenous peoples’ role in the forest sector), very few participants were willing to comment. 

The few that did comment provided deeply problematic observations prejudiced by their 

privilege as settlers: for example, calling the Algonquin land claim process unfair to white people 

while ignoring the region’s history of colonisation; or saying such things as: ‘I worked with this 

Indian once…he didn’t mind doing mindless labour – some people are just good at that’ (Male 
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Respondent, 6). Unable to adequately analyse these racial dynamics (given the dominance of 

gendered, white settler forest policy and industry relations) the history of Indigenous people in 

the area remains underdeveloped.  

This is one reason why a class analysis is also important to this socionatural history - the 

region’s forests have been prioritised as a site for largely white, working-class farming, forestry 

and nature-based tourism operations (i.e. hunting, fishing, boating, cottaging and camping) (M-L 

FMP, 2011-2021, ‘Summary of Demographic Profiles’, pp. 41-56; McLeman & Gilbert, 2008). 

Indeed, setter family farms continue to occupy much of the land south of Highway 7, while 

small(er)-scale, multi-generational, family-owned forestry businesses dominate the hilly outcrop 

of Precambrian Shield in the northern part of the region, where scarce soil makes for relatively 

poor farming.  

Initially, large-scale forestry firms, owned for the most part by recently emigrated, 

wealthy, European lumber and timber barons, dominated operations, exerting their influence 

across the region, purchasing licenses to harvest extensive tracts of Crown land, and thus 

contributing greatly to the ‘opening up’ of the primeval forests. Patriarchs such as J.R. Booth, 

John Egan, Peter McLaren, Boyd Caldwell, and Allan Gilmour established crucial labour markets 

and provided much-needed work for newly settled families, particularly as scarce soil conditions 

in the northern parts of the region proved farming a not-so-fruitful endeavor (Lee, 2006; Long & 

Whiteman, 2001; MacKay, 1998). Lumber baron John Egan (of Eganville, Renfrew County), for 

instance, hired more than 2,000 men and worked almost 1,600 horses and oxen between 1844 

and 1850, sending them to remote logging camps in winter and log drives in spring (OMNR, 

1971, Ontario History Research Note, p. 267). Alan Gilmour, of Gilmour & Company, employed 

approximately 1,500 to 2,000 men, who were responsible for manufacturing more than 30 

million boards or 50,000 pounds of cut timber per year in the 1850s (Journal of Legislative Assembly, 

1855, p. 3).  



17 

 

As suggested earlier, the growth of Eastern Ontario’s forest industry in the early 1800s 

supplanted operations in New Brunswick, which was in turn superseded by those in boreal 

Ontario and Western Canada. As forests were exhausted, it became increasingly difficult to 

produce profitably in the face of competition from new pioneer fronts. In this way, the 

exploitation of Eastern Ontario’s forests parallels with other commodities, where the most 

profitable regions are ‘pioneer fronts’ in which the ‘natural capital’ or ‘forest rent’ (in this case 

old growth white pines) can be easily exploited (Lee, 2006). 

This is not, however, a simple story of collapse. This thesis moves beyond this period of 

large-scale forestry, addressing the class dynamics of small-scale foresters in the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries, who have maintained power over operations in eastern Ontario, surviving 

numerous resource booms and busts. 4 After the region’s old-growth forests were exhausted, and 

the forestry barons moved on, settlers bought up the licences to log on Crown land, establishing 

small-scale, family-owned forestry firms where large-scale operations once dominated. Thus, 

unlike the large-, Trans- and Multi-national Corporations who control most of the forest sector, 

independent, smaller, multi-generational firms have exerted significant influence over forest 

production in eastern Ontario.  

Three main groups make up the forest sector in eastern Ontario, with the third group - 

those who own forestry companies and hold licenses to log on Crown land - being the focus of 

this study. The first group consists of residents who reside in the region but who work away for 

large parts of the year for logging companies operating on Crown land in regions to the north. A 

second group consists of individuals who work within the region cutting timber on private land, 

for lumber or for fuel. These individuals will typically combine logging work with other jobs in 

construction, road maintenance or other trades. Their logging-specific equipment may consist of 

little more than saws, a small skidder and a truck. The third group consists of (mostly white) 

                                                           
4 Class is a challenging concept to categorise, particularly in relation to rural people in Canada (for further 

discussion, see for example, Pini & Leach, 2011; Gibson-Graham, Resnick & Wolff, 2000).  
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locally owned or operated independent logging companies. These year-round forestry operators 

are characterised by a small number of employees and modest capitalisation, with most 

companies owned by the same family for generations. The majority of these companies hold a 

long term license to harvest timber on Crown land, with a large percentage of trees harvested 

sent to mills outside the area and a smaller proportion of logs milled locally (McLeman, 2010; M-

L FMP, 2011-2021, ‘Supplementary Document’). 

The right to log on Crown land in Ontario is regulated and controlled by the Ontario 

Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry (MNRF) through Sustainable Forest Licenses, which 

are issued to companies, such as Mazinaw-Lanark Forest Incorporated (MLFI) - the central 

focus of my research project. MLFI is based in Cloyne, Ontario, but administers a region that 

extends across numerous townships in eastern Ontario (Figure 3).  

 
Figure 3. Map of Mazinaw-Lanark Management Unit. M-L FMP, 2011-2021   

MLFI is owned cooperatively by 12 local logging and sawmill companies (at the time of 

this study there were approximately 13 active and 5 inactive owners), most with traditional 
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involvement on Crown land. This pooling of resources is a way to meet the extensive and costly 

obligations stipulated in MNRF licenses (McLeman, 2010). The companies’ obligation is to 

develop long-term forest management plans, to regenerate harvested areas through natural 

regeneration or tree planting and to monitor forest operations on an ongoing basis. Given that 

Crown lands represent 85% of Ontario’s land mass (Ontario Crown Land, 2016), the majority of 

forestry operations in the province occur on publically owned lands, and are therefore subject to 

provincial forestry regulations. 

While this thesis considers the history of eastern Ontario generally, it focuses more 

specifically on the rural communities within and surrounding what is today the Mazinaw-Lanark 

Forest Management Unit - Hastings, Lennox & Addington, Frontenac, Lanark and Renfrew 

counties. Of the residents who reside here, Indigenous peoples (Algonquian, Iroquoians and 

Métis peoples) make up less than 5 percent of the population, while the majority (95%) are 

white, Anglo-Saxons (mostly descendents of migrants from Great Britain and northwestern 

Europe) (Statistics Canada, 2006, as cited in M-L FMP, 2011-2021, ‘Supplementary Document’, 

pp. 41, 50). 

Within each of these counties are a number of townships containing sparsely scattered 

towns and villages, most home to no more than a few hundred residents (M-L FMP, 2011-2021, 

‘Summary of Demographic Profiles’, p. 57). This region, however, is rural not only in the 

geographic sense (i.e. distance from urban centres, population size and density) but also in terms 

of its cultural classification – a particular way of life that differs from the urban. This primary 

cultural difference stems from eastern Ontario’s history of primary industry production, 

particularly in terms of forestry and farming. These livelihood conditions have long mattered, 

shaping the challenges and opportunities of the people who live and work in rural eastern 

Ontario; and with a number of residents dependent on primary industry employment, working-

class identities continue to dominant the socioeconomic landscape.  
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Today, forestry accounts for the highest local economic dependency ratio at just over 

4%, followed by government jobs (1.9%) and utility/energy production (1.7%) (ML-FMP, 2011, 

p. 20). This does not, however, account for the numerous indirect jobs also generated by the 

local forest industry (e.g. garages, service stations, roadside restaurants, trucking companies, etc.). 

The service sector is also a key employer in the region, with 27.3% of rural residents working in 

hospitality (the highest occupational percentage, followed by trades at 21.8% and finance at 

14.8%). 

Indeed, Canadian and American tourists and cottagers have long sought the forests of 

rural eastern Ontario, describing the landscape as an ecological paradise as well as a prime 

hunting and fishing destination. Aside from forestry, outdoor recreational activities (hunting, 

fishing trapping, camping, canoeing and snowmobiling) make up the most important commercial 

use of Crown forests in the Mazinaw-Lanark Forest Management Unit (M-L FMP, 2011, 

Supplementary Document: Socioeconomic & Regeneration, p. 89). Nature-based tourism (e.g. hunting, 

fishing, canoeing, boating, cross-country skiing, wildlife viewing, ATVs, snowmobiling) 

occurring on Crown land supports a variety of local commercial tourism establishments, such as 

resorts, lodges and tour companies, which exist on private lands within the region. The 

dependency ratio for those involved in the hospitality sector, which includes recreation and 

tourism, ranges from three times the provincial average to a low of 62% of the provincial 

average (M-L FMP, 2011, Supplementary Document: Socioeconomic & Regeneration, pp. 89-90).   

Non-commercial uses of the forest relate mostly to outdoor activities, and these include hiking, 

camping, canoeing, berry picking, cross-country skiing, etc. 

Since the economic downturn of 2008, however, increased costs of harvesting (according 

to the 2007 Endangered Species Act) and declines in trade (i.e. the pulp and paper industry’s news 

print and foreign markets), the forest sector has undergone an intensive period of restructuring, 

resulting in numerous layoffs in the region, as well as forest company and mill closures. Together 

with the challenges associated with nature-based tourism (i.e. declines in the Canadian dollar, 
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fluctuating weather, fish stocks, animal behaviour, varying lake levels, etc.), as well as rural 

outmigration and neoliberal cuts to municipal service provision (resulting in the closure of 

schools, reductions in waste services, potable water provision, road maintenance, doctors and 

pharmacies) many rural communities in the region are struggling (KFL&A Public Health, 2010; 

McLeman & Gilbert, 2008). 

Of further importance to this forest history are the gendered implications of 

transformations in forest dependency, availability, access and control. Indeed, these nature 

dynamics are important factors shaping (and shaped by) gendered forest identities, roles and 

relations in rural eastern Ontario. Since the establishment of forestry in the region, men have 

dominated the forested landscape through the maintenance of rights to log Crown land, forestry 

businesses ownership and forestry work. With men’s labour intricately wrapped up in forest 

production, restructuring in the sector and shifts in forest industry technology have transformed 

definitions of white, rural masculinity and forestry work (Parr, 2010; Sandwell, 2013).  

Women’s lives have also been shaped by the forest industry. With their husbands away 

working in forestry camps, women dominated unpaid work in the home and on the farm 

(Sandwell, 2016) Women also sought paid employment in the forests of eastern Ontario, serving 

as secretaries and bookkeepers in forestry firms or as housekeepers and cooks at hunting and 

fishing lodges, resorts, motels and hotels. Local women also found work in grocery stores and 

gas stations and the public sector (e.g. teachers, nurses, government officials, etc.) (Parr, 2010). 

While men have dominated municipal government roles, the exploitation of Ontario’s forests, 

which initially shaped the prosperity of rural resource-dependent communities, also shaped 

women’s involvement and influence in the public sphere (Sandwell, 2016). With rural eastern 

Ontario prospering as a result of forestry booms, communities broadened their attention from a 

focus on infrastructure projects to community health and safety. Women’s organisations, such as 

church groups and the Women’s Institute, contributed to these rural well-being projects by 

lobbying both provincial and municipal governments for improved social services (i.e. better 
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access to doctors, hospitals, schools, etc.) (Ambrose, 1999; Campbell, 1989; Cebotarev, 1995; 

Cuthbert Brant, 1992; Kechnie, 1985).  

Yet even with these transformations in Eastern Ontario’s forests, prescribed gender 

expectations and norms have remained. Rural men’s identities continued to be wrapped up with 

their capacities as primary income-earners and resource workers, and women’s with their primary 

role as wives and caregivers (Parr, 1995; Sandwell, 2013). Thus, labour has remained divided in 

the forested landscape, with tasks fundamentally gendered, and because little monetary value has 

been put on women’s work, their status has remained marginal in rural patriarchal communities. 

Of further concern today are neoliberalised market conditions and forest sector 

restructuring, which have resulted in job losses and further shifted occupational identities. Rural 

men unable to find work suffer crises of identity and financial stability, which in turn harms 

families as well as exacerbates community decline and rural stress (Alston, 1997; Davis, 2000; 

Warrington, 2001). Meanwhile, rural stressors (i.e. a lack of work options and high-levels of 

community poverty) are cited as key determinants in issues of depression, substance abuse and 

domestic violence, leaving women particularly at risk (Alston, 1997, 2012; Warrington, 2001). 

Broadly speaking, my research investigates these dynamics of power within a Canadian 

resource community context. The specific aim of my thesis is to explore how gendered forest 

identities, roles and relations in rural, eastern Ontario, are shaped by (and shape) socioeconomic 

and political dynamics found in forest policy and forest industry discourses, as well as the forest 

itself. I argue that gendered relations of power from 1849 to 2013 must be understood in light of 

co-constructed socionature - driven and manifested by both its discursive and material forms and 

implications within key periods of forested landscape change. I chose 1849 as the starting point 

because this is when Ontario enacted its first legislative forest management act, and 2013 as the 

end point because that year marked an important shift in how endangered species were protected 

and managed in Ontario, which again altered forest production and the debate over the 

treatment of forests and wildlife. In order to achieve this historical, gendered socionature analysis 
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I construct an analytical framework that draws inspiration from the rural resource community 

scholarship, and combines the conceptual and practical tools of feminist political ecology and 

environmental history. Through the iterative use of this framework, I explore the historical 

entanglements of gender and socionature on the ground. I seek to disentangle these strands - to 

understand them and, in doing so, see their connections to one another. These critical issues are 

explored across multiple scales of analysis, from the level of forest policy to the body, 

demonstrating the dynamic history of environmental change in the forests, forest industry and 

forest-based communities of rural, eastern Ontario.  

To achieve this aim, I advance four specific research objectives:  

(1) detail changes in the forest landscape, documenting the role of both humans and nature 
in these transformations  

(2) describe the socio-economic and political history of forest policy, industry and forest-
based community dynamics  

(3) document women and men’s circumstances, experiences and perceptions of living and 
working in rural, forest-based communities  

(4) critically analyse the historical, gendered relationship between changes in forest cover, 
forest policy, forest industry and forest-based community dynamics  
 

The following dissertation provides a historical, theoretically informed, ethnographic 

study of the forests, forest industry and forest-based communities of rural, eastern Ontario, 

illustrating the profound and dynamic impacts of 150 years of gendered forest transformations. 

It is through this temporal, interdisciplinary, multiscalar lens that three major periods in 

Ontario’s gendered forest history are described and analysed. These three periods are: the age of 

exploitation, which begins in 1849 and runs until 1906; the age of sustained yield, which 

continues from 1906 to 1947; and finally, the age of ‘sustainability’, which runs from 1947 to 

2013. Before turning to these three empirical chapters (4, 5, 6), I detail the conceptual framework 

guiding my work (Chapter 2). Chapter 3 provides insights on the methodological approach and 

methods employed. Following this, three periods of gendered forest history are chronicled and 

analysed (Chapters 4, 5, 6). The thesis concludes (Chapter 7) by detailing the theoretical and 
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practical contributions of this research, highlighting key limitations and making 

recommendations going forward.           
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CHAPTER 2: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  

 

In order to further examine fundamental social dynamics in forested landscapes, my 

research draws on ideas and inspirations from the rural resource community literature in the 

Global North (produced by rural gender scholars, historians and critical environmental 

geographers). Key concepts identified – gender, socionature and scale – are analysed through a 

framework that combines principles and practices of feminist political ecology (FPE) and 

environmental history (EH). The following chapter first outlines how gender is analysed in 

relation to nature in the Global North, shedding light on current understandings and approaches 

employed. It was necessary to broaden the scope of literature to resource communities in the 

Global North given a dearth of literature that analyses gendered forest relations in Canada 

specifically (Reed, 2008; Mills, 2012).  

The main debates in the rural resource community literature centre on a more politicised 

gender at the heart of gender-nature debates (Barney, 2013; Bock & Shortall, 2006; Bryant & 

Pini, 2009; Coulter & Mauch, 2011; Johnson, 2010; Leach, 2007; Little & Morris, 2005; Parkins 

& Reed, 2013; Pini & Leach, 2011; Reed, 2003, 2007, 2008, 2009; Scharff, 2003). The meaning of 

gender, theorised extensively as relationships of power, tends sometimes in research and almost 

always in environmental policy to slip into a descriptive category referring to women or, at best, 

differences between men and women (Alston, 2014; Mills, 2012; Reed, 2008). Yet, as my work 

will show, gendered socionature dynamics operate beyond the individual scale, extending across 

the household, community, region, national and international levels, defining identities, roles and 

relations, opportunities and constraints (Elmhirst, 2011; Hovorka, 2013; Rocheleau, Thomas-

Slayter &  Wangari, 1996; Schroeder, 1993). Thus, I argue that a politicised vision of gender, one 

analysed across multiple scales of analysis, is required to expose and comprehend the multitude 

of differences between women and men, the complex processes of identity formation, and the 

inequalities imbedded in society that contribute to these dynamics (Hovorka, 2013). I respond to 
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this need by offering a conceptual framework that combines feminist political ecology and 

environmental history, as together these subfields provide the tools necessary to analyse the 

multitude of scales across which gendered socionature dynamics operate. 

By applying feminist political ecology principles and practices to a history of forest use in 

Canada, my research contributes a multiscalar analysis of gendered socionature relations of 

power to the rural resource community literature in Canada, and the Global North scholarship 

more broadly. In doing so, this work also builds upon insights brought forward by FPE, which is 

often focused on the Global South (Elmhirst, 2011; Hovorka, 2006; Nightingale, 2003, 2006, 

2011; Reed & Christie, 2009; Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter, & Wangari, 1996; Rocheleau & 

Edmunds, 1997; Schroeder, 2005). Additionally, by exploring these dynamics through a temporal 

lens, my research addresses calls within the field of feminist political ecology for more 

historically nuanced understandings of the relationships between women, men and 

environmental resources (Resurreccion & Elmhirst, 2008; Rocheleau, 2008). In such a way, this 

thesis enriches the field of feminist political ecology with a context and historically situated 

approach not often emphasised in the scholarship. My research also responds to calls for greater 

attention to gender in the field of environmental history, demanding it be given the same 

treatment as class and race relations (Adeney Thomas, 2011; Carruthers, 2011; Demeritt, 2002; 

Hughes, 2006; Johnson, 2010; Iacovetta, 2007; Kay, 1991; Leach & Green, 1995, 1997; 

Merchant, 1989, 1990, 2002; Mosley, 2006; Nash, 1999; Nash, 2005; Pyne, 2011; Scharff, 2003; 

Worster, 1988). Doing so allows for more nuanced accounts of the ways socioeconomic and 

political discourses as well as nature interact and, in their interaction, shape gendered socionature 

relations of power over time.   

Empirically, my research addresses a gap in our understanding of Ontario’s forest-use 

history. Most primary literature stops with the decline of large-scale forestry in the 20th century, 

so little is known about the history of small-scale, multigenerational, family-owned forestry 

operations in the province (Benidickson, 2011; Gills, 1974; Lee, 2006; Nelles, 1974). Even less 
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known are the temporal, gendered nature dynamics of forest use in Ontario (Sandwell, 2016). I 

demonstrate that shifts in rural Ontario’s gendered socionature identities, roles and relations are 

a complex process that requires a multifaceted, analytical approach - one that considers power 

across time and space in an effort to understand the multitude of factors shaping the rural.  

The following sections first highlight the ways rural gender dynamics are studied in 

relation to natural resources in the Global North, detailing current approaches and findings. 

Next, I present the subfield of feminist political ecology demonstrating how a multiscalar, 

gendered socionature focus addresses gaps in the literature. Following this, I provide an 

overview of the principles of environmental history, detailing how a temporal socionature lens 

extends the analytical scope of feminist political ecology.  

2.1 Rural Resource Community Studies in the Global North 

While the literature that analyses gendered forest relations in Canada is limited, rural 

gender scholars, historians and critical environmental geographers have, for decades, theorised 

the ways gender is constructed in relation to nature in the Global North (see, for example, 

Bavington et al., 2008; Brandth & Haugen, 2000, 2005, 2016; Brandth, 2002; Bock, 2006; Bryant 

& Pini, 2009; Carter & Hill, 2007; Cloke & Perkins, 1998; Creese, 1991; Davidson & Black, 2001; 

Davis, 2000; Dunk, 1991; Ekers, 2009; Iacovetta, 2007; Jones, 2011; Kay, 1991; Lidestav, 2000; 

Lidestav & Reed, 2010; Liepins, 1998; Little, 2002; MacDonald, Neis & Murray, 2009; Mayes, 

2013; Merchant, 1989, 1990; Mills, 2006, 2012; Morin, Longhurst, & Johnston, 2001; Morton, 

2001; Perkins, 1998; Phillips, 1995; Reed, 2003, 2008; Rose, 1993; Sachs, 2006; Sandwell, 2016; 

Scharff, 2003; Schrepfer, 2005; Seager, 2006; Taylor, 2008; Varghese & Reed, 2012; Wilson, 

2014; Woodward, 1998, 2000). In doing so, these scholars have contributed significantly to 

understandings of the ways men and women interact with the natural world, and how in their 

interaction these conditions (re)produce gendered ideologies, institutions, norms and values in 

rural communities. The following literature review outlines this rural gender research and 



28 

 

concludes by making an argument for why a conceptual framework that combines FPE and EH 

is necessary for a holistic analysis of gendered socionature relations of power.  

Through an analysis of masculinity in forestry culture artefacts, for instance, Brandth and 

Haugen (2000) demonstrate how constructions of masculinity have shifted with increased 

international competition and new regulations in the Norwegian forest industry. These forest 

sector shifts have created a need for ‘professional’ management, resulting in the logger culture 

losing hegemony and giving way to a stronger managerial culture. While hierarchies of 

masculinity exist within any particular society or sector of society - with certain masculinities 

being more dominant and idealised than others – Brandth and Haugen (2000) find that 

technological and structural changes in the forestry industry have unsettled the traditional, 

stereotypical model of rural masculinity. The tough man who can undertake arduous physical 

labour is being replaced with a powerful, professionalised forester. Thus, through their work, the 

economic impacts of forest sector restructuring are seen as fundamental challenges to an 

established hegemonic masculine order and thus men’s identities.  

Not only do forest sector shifts shape gendered identities but primary industries, 

constructed as masculinised spheres, also result in gendered boundaries of work (e.g. Davis, 

2000; Iacovetta & Valverde, 1992; Leach, 2000; McPherson, Morgan & Forestell, 1999; Pini & 

Leach, 2011). In Gun Lidestav’s (2000) study of Swedish forestry families, for instance, the 

gendering of private forests and workplaces are established in the material, paternal transfer of 

property tradition, which is based on ideological assumptions about which family members are 

more likely to engage in forestry (boys) and which will eventually raise the children (girls). In this 

sense, to ‘know your place’ has a literal as well as a metaphorical meaning reinforced through a 

history of social and spatial processes that are mutually reinforcing in different ways at different 

times (McDowell & Court, 1997, p. 33).  

As an important source of employment for residents of rural and remote forested 

regions, the gendered boundaries of forestry work are materialised in the distribution of jobs 
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across the population. Several studies have demonstrated, for instance, that women and 

Indigenous people are not equally represented in many forms of forest employment (Hopwood 

et al., 1993; Lutz, 2002; Mills, 2006; Raibmon, 2006; Teskey & Smyth, 1975). Suzanne Mills’ 

(2006) study of employment segregation within Canada’s forest sector found, for instance, that 

white women made up 13% of the total labour force in the forest sector, accounting for the vast 

majority of clerical and secretarial positions, and Indigenous people (both women and men) were 

further concentrated in less stable occupations. While segregation in the workforce has declined 

over the past half century, gender and race continue to be strong determinants of occupation 

(Robinson, 1998). With women’s work often devalued, occupational gender segregation has 

resulted in economic disadvantages for women, especially Indigenous women, in the paid work 

force (Cohen & Huffman, 2003). Indeed, this form of employment segregation, where the 

differential representation of groups is hierarchical, demonstrates inequality among groups in 

terms of wages, stability, and job quality (Mills, 2006). 

These gendered occupational disadvantages in rural primary industries also translate into 

regional labour market inequalities. Gunnel Forsberg (1998), for instance, identified how forestry 

areas in Sweden with higher degrees of occupational segregation by gender are more reliant on a 

social infrastructure largely provided by the family, and see fewer women represented in political 

life. Moreover, with few full-time, well-paying employment options in resource-dependent 

towns, the gendered disadvantages of work extend beyond primary industries, resulting in 

significant economic inequalities for women. Women in resource communities, for instance, are 

more likely to be underemployed than women in urban areas (Jensen et al., 1999), and where 

women are able to find work in resource-dependent communities, labour force studies typically 

show higher than average gender gaps in income (Beckley, Parkins & Stedman, 2002). 

Investigations into the construction of rural womanhood have been important in 

understanding these gender differences, linking understandings of femininity to the social 

construction of rural idylls in different historic and spatial contexts (Little, 2002). In Gillian 
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Rose’s (1993, p. 95) study of gender and rurality she writes: ‘The rural idyll was envisioned as a 

village community...where everyone knew their place, and the harmony of such a community was 

centrally represented through “natural” gender differences ...with discourses establishing women 

as naturally, natural mothers.’ Indeed, empirical studies draw attention to how constructions of 

rural women are both embedded in social and cultural contexts and externally enforced, thus 

mutually constituting and resulting in work opportunities that are marginal (insecure, part-time 

‘caring’ roles) as well as secondary to a male ‘breadwinner’ (Leach, 2000, 2013; Reed, 2003). 

The home or ‘private realm’ is another crucial site of analysis (Merchant, 1990; 2002; 

Reed, 2003; Scharff, 2003). Indeed, the home is a customary institution influenced by patriarchal 

norms and capitalist, primary industry relations, with these processes and practices negotiated 

amongst household members defining gendered opportunities and constraints (Reed, 2003). The 

home, for instance, is where boys are groomed to be primary industry workers, managers and 

income-generators and girls taught to support the sector through their eventual role as bearers of 

resource workers and potentially low-wage, feminised workers (Davis, 2000; Lidestav, 2000; 

Sandwell, 2016). The home must therefore be regarded as an important decision-making 

institution with environmental policy implications. 

The body has also been theorised as a site where gendered socionature relations of power 

are materialised. While the relationship between the body and polluted nature has long been an 

issue of importance (Carson, 1962), the bodily impacts of primary-sector decline are a matter of 

more recent debate (Davis, 2000; Sachs, 2006). Yet, feminist researchers have demonstrated that 

there are significant social problems associated with environmental change, particularly the 

associated processes of rural decline, which differentially affect men and women. Donna Davis’ 

(2000) study of the cod fisheries collapse in Newfoundland, Canada, shows, for instance, how a 

lack of meaningful work left men, as primary-income earners, particularly stressed, resulting in 

increased drinking and higher levels of violence among men. Indeed, analyses of rural violence 

argue that stress is likely to be greatest among groups subject to the effects of unemployment, 
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poverty and lack of control over resources (Alston, 1997). While these experiences are not 

limited to rural society, what makes the experience of violence particularly problematic for rural 

women are factors such as geographic isolation, lack of transport, lack of refuge and other crisis 

accommodations, as well as lack of financial support and the prevalence of guns (Alston, 1997). 

Paige Raibmon’s (2003) historical analysis of gendered nature dynamics in William Byrd’s 

two well-known works on surveying the dividing line between Virginia and North Carolina - 

History of the Dividing Line betwixt Virginia and North Carolina and its companion The Secret History - 

demonstrates how the body has long been a space wrapped up in processes of environmental 

change. Raibmon achieves these insights by juxtaposing Byrd’s public survey account, which 

documents the colonial utility of the region’s flora and fauna, with his ‘secret history’, which 

details the survey party’s sexual assaults on African American, Indigenous and white women. 

Raibmon plays these works against each other to demonstrate that the process of colonisation 

involved not only the domination of land but also the subjugation of women. Raibmon argues 

that Byrd’s (and those of his fellow elites) attitudes toward nature and rural women were 

inextricably linked, mirroring each other, especially in terms of his ideas about dominance and 

violence. This historical analysis of the connection between nature and women’s domination, 

Raibmon argues, is both ideological (rooted in systems of ideas and representations, values and 

beliefs, that place women and nature in a violently, hierarchical position below men) and material 

(the physical acts of violence committed against women and nature).   

Collectively, the above findings demonstrate that the body, household, community, 

natural landscape, primary industries and environmental policy are all key sites where discursive 

and material socionature conditions shape rural gendered identities, roles and relations in the 

Global North, and that time is important to understandings of these spatial processes. Not often 

explored, however, are the ways both material and discursive constructions of nature shape 

gender, particularly through a holistic, multiscalar lens – one that considers these power 

dynamics across time and space. Feminist political ecologists have long studied gendered 
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socionature relations of power in the Global South from a holistic, multiscalar approach, and 

environmental historians (who take gender seriously) add to these analyses a critical, temporal 

socionature lens; thus, these two subfields are brought together, framing my research project’s 

theoretical and practical approach.  

2.2 Feminist Political Ecology  

The issue of gendered socionature relations has long been at the forefront of feminist 

political ecology. This critical approach to understanding human-nature interactions was first 

developed by Dianne Rocheleau, Barbara Thomas-Slayter and Esther Wangari (1996), who called 

for multiscalar analyses of the uneven gendered experiences of environmental change. While 

varied and refreshingly open, specific analytical foci include issues such as: livelihood strategies 

and resource use (Deere, 1996); land tenure systems, legal structures and state agencies 

(Schroeder, 1997); the dynamics of gender in policy and development discourses (Crewe & 

Harrison, 1998); the micro- and macro-politics of collective action (Rocheleau et al., 1996); 

gendered environmental knowledge (Fortmann, 1996; Howard, 2003; Jewitt, 2002;); cultural 

norms and ideologies (Gururani, 2002; Nightingale, 2006); and the (limited) resource control, 

status and power that accompany gendered shifts in nature (Schroeder, 1999). Since these earlier 

works, feminist political ecology has evolved, adding to the investigative tools available to 

scholars who work to shed light on the varied ways gendered relations of power operate within 

complex and shifting environmental, social, political and institutional conditions (Elmhirst, 2011; 

Hawkins & Ojeda, 2011). Indeed, more recent publications have focused on how gender comes 

into being, along with other identities, in relation to understandings of nature (Bavington et al., 

2008; Gururani, 2002; Hawkins & Ojeda, 2011; Hovorka, 2006; Nightingale, 2011; Rocheleau, 

2008). Feminist political ecologists achieve these critical analyses by remaining vigilant to how 

both ‘nature’ and ‘gender’ come to be constructed, stabilised and materially realised across 

multiple scales of analysis (Harris, 2006; Hawkins & Ojeda, 2011; Nightingale, 2006; Rocheleau, 
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2008; Sultana, 2009). The result is a field of study that encompasses the constantly shifting 

dialectic between society and nature (specifically, land-based resources), with a focus on factors 

that shape gendered relations of power among human groups (Nightingale, 2006).  

I draw upon and extend key FPE themes through an analysis of gender and nature’s 

discursive and material constitution, using a multiscalar analysis that goes beyond the nation and 

city to include not only the community, household and body but also time. Power, in terms of 

capitalist, patriarchal discourses and material conditions, is considered key to shaping gendered 

socionature dynamics, determining how resources are distributed and controlled, influencing 

decision-making strategies in resource-dependent communities and households.5  

The field of feminist political ecology grew out of and shares much with political ecology, 

which encompasses critical environmental scholarship in geography (political economy and 

cultural ecology) (Blakie, 1985). While it has developed around a pluralistic set of concepts, the 

aim of political ecology includes understanding the complex relations between nature and society 

through a careful analysis of access and control over resources, their implications for 

environmental health and sustainable livelihoods, and explaining environmental conflict 

especially in terms of struggles over knowledge, power and practice (Hurley, Emery, 

McLain,Poe, Grabbatin & Goetcheus, 2015; Robbins, 2000; Watts, 2000). Like FPE, political 

ecology attempts to ‘unearth the constantly shifting dialectic between society and nature 

(specifically, land-based resources), with an analytic focus on factors that shape relations of 

power among human groups’ (Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987, p. 17). Together, this scholarship has 

been an important response to anthropocentric, utilitarian definitions of nature in the field of 

                                                           
5 The term patriarchy refers to the systematised exploitation, domination and subordination - in short, oppression – 

of women and children through gender relations (Agarwal, 1992; Creese, 1991; Mies, 1986; Mies & Shiva, 1993; 

Rose & Ogborn, 1988). Capitalist, patriarchal systems of power are thus socioeconomic and political institutions and 

organisations that prioritise men’s labour, power and property. This system of structural oppression is upheld 

through language, rules of behaviour and legal statutes that stamp in gendered terms what types of activities are 

desirable, appropriate, expected or sanctioned, thus specifying (formally or informally) who maintains access to 

material resources. Patriarchy then is legitimated by a host of social norms and moral rules – as when, for example, 

women are ‘naturally’ found in the home, assuming the major burden of raising children. 
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resource management that often constructs biophysical systems in terms of capitalist 

procurement, production and consumption of environmental goods and services (Castree, 2001; 

Emery & Pierce, 2005; Escobar, 1996, 1999; Harvey, 1974). As an institutionalised, territorial 

commodity, nature’s regulation and management has long been associated with capitalist and 

scientific ‘expert’ and utilitarian constructions of nature, perpetuating the widespread belief that 

resources are but means to human ends (Castree, 2001; Escobar, 1996, 1999; Harvey, 1974; 

Howitt & Suchet-Pearon, 2006). Given these anthropocentric definitions of nature, government 

and industry efforts to resolve resource issues have tended not to adequately address 

fundamental questions about the social creation of resources, which so often shapes nature’s use 

(Castree, 2001; Cronon, 1995; Demeritt, 1994, 2002; Harvey, 1974; Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, 

2006; Hughes, 2008; Smith, 1980; Willems-Braun, 1997).  

Indeed, the term ‘resource’ is not a pre-given concept but rather, socially, culturally and 

economically defined, with resource scarcity, by association, a function of capitalist consumption 

patterns and its predilection for inequitable accumulation/distribution processes (Harvey, 1974). 

It is through the socio-economic production of nature that the geographically and historically 

uneven character of capitalist development takes shape. As such, the conventional belief which 

considered resources and nature by definition (and design) non-social was argued to be a 

discursive project that served to conceal and/or justify how processes of nature are made 

internal to dynamic systems of capitalist production (Smith, 1980). As a result, nature has been 

redefined as an outcome of social and material relations, rather than an asocial input to the 

economy.  

This understanding of nature has evolved over time into the concept of socionature – a 

critical component of feminist political ecology and my research. The concept collapses nature’s 

discursive and material co-construction into a multidimensional tangle of political, economic, 

technical, cultural and natural conditions (Cronon, 1995; Demeritt, 1994, 2002; Haraway, 1991; 

Rocheleau, 2008). In this way, socionature is a concept that understands natural or ecological 
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conditions and processes operating together with social conditions and processes (Shillington & 

Hovorka, 2017). The resulting socio-natural conditions are the outcome of intricate pre-existing 

configurations that are themselves inherently ‘natural’ and ‘social’ (Cronon, 1995; Demeritt, 

2002; Swyngedouw, 1999). As such, nature is understood as both a material and discursive entity. 

Recognising the relational (i.e. interconnected) transformative capacities of material nature in the 

continuous unfolding of places and landscapes, however, also requires a critical deconstruction 

of what are normally assumed routine actions and, instead, regarding them as transformative 

(Jones & Cloke, 2001; Whatmore, 1999, 2002). Examples of the transformative capacities of 

nature are found in the seemingly routine processes of trees, which co-construct the forest 

landscape, relationally conditioning how the forests are utilised. Whether self-seeded or through 

human intervention, trees have become key actors in the ongoing formation of place. Trees 

construct a livable biosphere, a livelihood for some, intrude into non-‘natural’ spaces and 

overcome toxins in the air or soil. Their transformative capacity is reflected in their individual 

characteristics of form and substance, their growth, ability to spread and their seasonal cycles 

(Jones & Cloke, 2001, pp. 58-59). Indeed, trees have a bewildering range of capacities and engage 

in myriad relational processes with both humans and nonhumans. Thus, the material nature of 

trees (as well as other components of nature) is considered important, particularly in terms of the 

multifaceted capacities they exercise in relation with other actors (Jones & Cloke, 2000).  

The point here is not environmental determinism, where societies become a passable, 

dependent variable, but rather a society-environmental dialectic; a dynamic, two-way relationship 

of influence and adjustment. The importance of such an understanding is highlighted by William 

Boyd, Scott Prudham and Rachel Schurman (2001, p. 557), who argue: ‘While the social 

constructivists are right to argue that [the environment]...should not (indeed cannot) be de-

historicised (i.e. placed in a category outside of human history and social relations), we agree with 

those who argue that there is a material “other” to [social] processes.’ They also capture well the 

challenge of studying nature from this perspective: ‘On the one side lies the danger of 
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overlooking the significance of the biophysical world in nature-based industries and lapsing into 

pure social constructionism...on the other lies the spectre of environmental determinism’ (Boyd 

et al., 2001, p. 557). Instead, nature is viewed as neither wholly autonomous nor wholly a product 

of social processes; thus forested landscape dynamics are understood as co-constructed. 

Socionature’s discursive and material co-construction matters to my work because it 

helps effectively explain complex human-environment relations. At once, nature and natural 

landscapes are understood as malleable cultural projections, whose shape and meaning are 

determined by the linguistic and social contexts associated with them (Castree, 2001; Cosgrove, 

1984; Cronon, 1995; Demeritt, 1994, 2002). Whether verbal, written or visual, representations of 

nature depict power relations between different social groups, with these relations manifested in 

the way landscapes are physically arranged and subjectively viewed (Cosgrove, 1984; Cronon, 

1995; Merchant, 1989, 1990). Indeed, dominant ideas about ecology and political economy are a 

matter of material importance - with definitions actively shaping uses of nature (Castree, 2001). In 

this way, nature is understood as reflective of the political, economic and cultural priorities of the 

powerful in society who shape and manage keywords, like ‘nature’ and ‘resources’ to their own 

advantage. At the same time, trees, as well as other flora and fauna, are important to forest policy 

and industry discourses, co-constructing these socionature dynamics. Indeed, ‘nature is not 

merely the physical stage for a quintessentially human drama’ nor is it simply an ‘object of 

human contemplation and controversy’ (Worster, 1990, p. 1128). Instead, the roles of both 

humans and nature are documented, shedding light on the ways these socionature conditions 

interacted in past times (Cronon, 1995; Demeritt, 1994, 2002; Hughes, 2006; Worster, 1990, 

2006). Treating nature as a relational actor in socionature relations ‘reminds us that there are 

different forces at work in the world and not all of them emanate from humans’ (Worster, 1988, 

p. 292).       

Missing from the majority of socionature studies, however, are the associated gender 

dynamics, particularly the ways material and discursive constructions of nature shape the lives of 
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women (as well as and children and the elderly) who are so often the backbone of resource-

dependent communities and households (Demeritt, 2002, 2006; Kay, 1991; Leach & Green, 

1995, 1997; Merchant, 1989, 1990; Nash, 1999; Scharff, 2003; Rocheleau, 2008; Worster, 1988). 

Indeed, the propensity with which human-environment scholars incorporate the experiences of 

both women and men into their work is rather limited (Little & Panelli, 2003; Merchant, 1990; 

Leach & Green, 1997; Reed & Christie, 2009; Sachs, 2006; Scharff, 2003). Damayanti Banerjee 

and Michael Mayerfeld Bell (2007) found, for instance, that between 1980 and 2005, only 3.9% 

of items published by the top environmental social science journals mentioned the words, ‘sex’, 

‘gender’, or ‘feminism’. As a result, the ways both women and men are impacted by 

environmental change is largely omitted from the environmental scholarship (Alston, 2014; 

Demeritt, 2002; Jacobs, 2003; Little, 2002; Loo, 2006; Merchant, 1990, 2002; Morin & Berg, 

1999; Nash, 1999; Reed & Christie, 2009).  

For decades, feminist political ecologists have addressed these gaps through their work 

on gender in relation to nature’s discursive and material constitution in the Global South (see, 

for example, Harris, 2006; Hawkins & Ojeda, 2011; Hovorka, 2006; Jackson, 1993; Nightingale, 

2006; Rocheleau & Edmunds, 1997; Schroeder, 1993; Sundberg, 2004).6 In this scholarship, 

                                                           
6 Gender and environment scholars [ecofeminists, feminist environmentalists, Women in Development (WID), 

Women Environment and Development (WED), Women, Culture and Development (WCD), Gender, 

Environment and Development (GED) and Gender and Development (GAD)] and activists have also addressed 

these gendered nature gaps (see, for example, Agarwal, 1992; Bhavnani, Foran, Kurian & Munshi, 2003; Creese, 

1991; Domosh & Morin, 2003; Iacovetta, 2007; Jackson, 1993; Kay, 1991; King, 1989, 1993; Leach & Green, 1995, 

1997; Merchant, 1989, 1990; Mies & Shiva, 1993; Morin & Berg, 1999; Mosely, 2006; Nash, 1999; Plumwood, 1993; 

Shiva, 1988). Much of this work, however, focuses on gender and development policies and programs in the Global 

South, and does not necessarily rely on a multiscalar lens (Arora-Jonsson, 2014; Resureccion &Elmhirst, 2008). 

Ecofeminists, WID and the WED literature did the important work of bringing women into historical, 

environmental considerations and decentring the subject of environmental studies (e.g. Merchant, 1980; Shiva, 

1988). These analyses, however, have also been criticised for homogenising women, assigning essentialist attributes 

to women as a group and too often locating gendered socionature relations in the realm of ideas (Arora-Jonsson, 

2014). Feminist environmentalists (Agarwal, 1992) and GED (Jackson, 1996; Leach, 1992, 1994) scholars responded 

to these criticisms, drawing attention to the historical-material conditions that shape women’s and men’s actions in 

relation to the political economy of their everyday environments and the division of property and labour. 

Categorisations of women as victims in the global South that came out of the 1980s and 1990s  was criticised by 

Chandra Mohanty (2003) and other postcolonial and ‘third world feminists’ who called for a fine tuned analysis that 

considered agency, and the varied contexts that gender relations were being studied (e.g. Chaudhuri, 2004). WCD 

scholars responded to these criticisms by theorising gender and nature dynamics through an interdisciplinary lens 

that incorporates feminist theory, cultural studies and development theories. These approaches, however, often 
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gender is understood as a critical variable (in relation with class, caste, race, culture and ethnicity) 

shaped by (and shaping) socionature relations (Elmhirst, 2011; Nightingale, 2006). In treating 

gender as a critical, analytical concept for understanding the social and political dimensions of 

natural resource management, feminist political ecologists rely on conceptualisations of gender 

developed by feminist poststructural philosophers, particularly the work of Judith Butler (1990, 

1993) and Donna Haraway (1991). These authors understand gender as a process, having no 

essential character (Hawkins & Ojeda, 2011; Nightingale, 2006; Hovorka, 2006). Gender is 

understood as fragmented, provisional and wrought through the interplay of culture, class, 

nationality and other fields of power, as well as through other regulatory frameworks such as 

normative heterosexuality (Resurreccion & Elmhirst, 2008). In this way, gender categories have 

no ontological foundation; instead they are created – and stabilised – through repeated acts 

which have the effect of congealing over time to produce the appearance of an essential 

character. The performance of masculinities and femininities thus construct and reconstruct the 

gendered subject, as performativity is ‘the vehicle through which ontological effects are 

established’ (Butler, 1994, p. 33). Those that subscribe to this kind of approach argue that it 

challenges essentialist and binary views of relations between men and women that may 

overemphasise difference and opposition, and essentialise particular patterns of gendered 

disadvantage (Jackson, 2006; Nightingale, 2005). Feminist political ecologists add to this 

understanding the ways socionature shapes (and is shaped by) gendered processes, detailing how 

these multiscalar relations are constituted, both discursively and materially, with links often 

identified between gendered hierarchies of power that prioritise masculinised identities, roles and 

relations (Moeckli & Braun, 2001).  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
prioritised analyses of the historical conditions that shape only women’s lives, resulting in gaps in our 

understandings of men’s roles as players in these socionature dynamics (Bhavnani, et al., 2003). Meanwhile, within 

the GAD research agenda, gender is too often neutralised and depoliticised, reduced to a technical fix (Hovorka, 

2013).     
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The need to reconceptualise gendered identity formation in relation to co-constructed 

nature dynamics is highlighted in the work of Shubhra Gururani (2002). In her gendered 

socionature analysis of forestry in the Kumaon Himalayas, trees are not just biophysical entities, 

isolated from local, regional and global relations of power, but dialectically constituted by local 

politics of place, social relations, history and ecology (Gururani, 2002, p. 242). The social politics 

of forestry work, access and control that result from these co-constituted, multiscalar nature 

relations, in turn, shape (and are shaped by) gendered identities, roles and relations, which 

ultimately determine every day gendered practices and culturally specific discourses of proper 

behaviour for women and men. Women’s identities, for instance, as ‘good mothers’ and ‘dutiful 

wives’ are represented in the overlapping domains of village and forests, where gendered nature 

is mutually constituted through the daily interactions of people, work and the environment. 

Through this work, gender is conceptualised as a dynamic process, discursively and materially 

constituted through issues of resource use, access and control, as well as environmental change.  

In Andrea Nightingale’s (2006) study of gendered socionature dynamics in Nepal, gender 

is treated as an optic for analysing the power effects of social constitution and difference in 

relation to environmental change. This work adds to the ways gendered subjectivities are defined 

and contested in relation to changing ecological conditions. Thus, how these constructions 

become salient at particular moments is demonstrated through gendered practices and discourses 

associated with livelihoods, natural resources and wider development programmes and policies. 

Richard Schroeder’s (1993) formative political ecology of gender and resource 

stabilisation in The Gambia effectively documents how gendered socionature relations of power 

operate across institutional (the international community, state, NGOs and household), 

individual (how men and women operate at the household level) and ideological (constructions 

of masculinity and femininity) scales of analysis. In this work, Schroeder explores a Women In 

Development program introduced in 1978, which provided women in The Gambia with 

unprecedented access to and control over agricultural land and production, and thus provided 
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financial security. At this time, men’s dominance over the most fertile land and primary crop 

production (groundnuts and coarse grains) was on the decline as a result of decades of capitalist 

modes of production methods that promoted intensive, monocultural production and 

deregulation in the sector (i.e. food prices and fertilizers). This transference in labour and land 

from men to women influenced the division of roles, resources and economic security in the 

home. While women benefited from growing financial control and decision-making capacity, 

men suffered from shifts in constructions of masculinity as their power over the household 

declined with their income-earning potential. Gender dynamics shifted again in the 1980s 

however, when the state introduced its own environmental stabilisation strategy. Because of 

patriarchal community conditions, funding distributed to each village for tree planting efforts 

went directly to men, who used the money to plant trees in female-dominated vegetable 

cropping areas. By the late 1980s, women’s crops were largely shaded out, which reduced 

vegetable production and thus women’s financial security. In this way, Schroeder’s work 

demonstrates how powerful material and discursive constructions of nature shape dynamic 

gendered identities, roles and relations across multiple spatial scales of analysis.   

Richard Schroeder’s longitudinal study (1993) reveals not only the complexity of space 

when exploring gendered nature dynamics but time, as well. Time, however, is not often a 

prioritised consideration of FPE studies; 7 hence, there is also room in FPE to further analyse the 

temporal dynamics of gendered nature relations of power (Resurreccion & Elmhirst, 2008; 

Rocheleau, 2008). Alice Hovorka’s (2006) study of gendered agrarian restructuring and rural-

urban transformation in Botswana offers one of the few examples of a longitudinal analysis of 

the continuity and change in gendered positionalities. A decade following political reforms that 

promoted agricultural diversification through the commercial production of poultry, dairy and 

                                                           
7 There are examples of temporal gendered socionature analyses in the gender and environment literature (see, for 

example, Agarwal, 1992; Merchant, 1989, 1990; Plumwood, 1993; Shiva, 1988; Warren, 1987). The second footnote 

details the various learnings and criticisms associated with these approaches. There are also examples of historical, 

feminist political ecological analyses; however, instances of an explicit temporal lens employed are few (see, for 

example, Mehta, 1996; Fairhead & Leach, 1996; Nightingale, 2006).  
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horticulture, Hovorka finds continuity in terms of women’s social and economic disadvantage 

relative to men in a restructuring agricultural sector, but also growth in their capacity to make 

claims on land, capitalising on their traditional roles and responsibilities associated with poultry 

production. Through this example, Hovorka illustrates the ways gender identities are performed, 

contested and reproduced on a temporal basis, shaped by shifting ecological and social 

conditions. While Hovorka does not specify time as a specific variable, her work effectively 

demonstrates the importance of a temporal analysis when seeking to understand shifting 

gendered positionality formation in relation to resource access and control.  

2.3 Environmental History  

Given that there is space in feminist political ecology to analyse the temporal dynamics 

of gendered nature relations, the field of environmental history (EH) is brought into this 

framing. Critical geographers have long relied on environmental history’s three pillars of analysis 

– material nature, socio-economic and political dynamics and discursive processes – to 

effectively explore historical socionature on the ground (Coulter & Mauch, 2011; Demeritt, 1994, 

2002; Hughes, 2006; Cronon, 1990, 1995; MacEachern, 2002; Williams, 1994; Worster, 1988, 

2006).  

Indeed, environmental historians have, for decades, explored nature’s discursive and 

material co-construction across time and space, and thus provide FPE with a key historical lens 

through which to analyse gendered socionature dynamics. Like feminist political ecologists, 

environmental historians study nature’s materiality, documenting the behaviour of species and 

flows of material, treating the physical world as a relational actor (e.g. Crosby, 1986; Worster, 

1979). Interactions between material nature and the socioeconomic and political conditions 

shaping humans and nature are also explored (e.g. Cronon, 1983; McCook, 2008), along with the 

discursive realm of ideas, perceptions, ideology and all ways of thinking about nature (e.g. 

Cronon, 1995; Novak, 1980). In such a way, environmental historians understand the material 
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history of environmental change as simultaneously a history of human consciousness and a 

political-economic history of human society (Cronon, 2006, p. 38). The lines and shapes humans 

draw on the land are understood as reflective of the ideas and discourses of various periods 

throughout history; thus, it is argued that one cannot understand either humans or nature 

without understanding both at the same time (Cronon, 2006). 

A formative example of a historical socionature study is found in Noel Castree’s (1997) 

analyses of the near-decimation of north Pacific fur seals in the late 19th century. This 

overexploitation of the seal population, Castree argues, was the result of both sociopolitical and 

discursive constructions of nature and the material nature of seals. While emphasising a Marxist, 

political economist lens, Castree explores how, in less than 40 years, four sealing fleets and two 

land-based sealing companies located in eastern Russia, Japan, western Canada and California 

virtually exterminated the north Pacific fur-seal population.  

Starting in the 1870s, Pacific seals became highly valued in monetary terms with the 

population prized for its pelts, which could be made into warm and especially luxurious garments 

- like winter coats and capes. Constructed as commodities, seals became vehicles for the 

realisation of profit and their slaughter commensurate with the production goals of capitalist 

societies. Also, because sealers were locked into relations of competition, the overharvesting of 

seals was rationalised - even though this mode of production would eventually result in the herd 

being decimated. Indeed, by the early twentieth century, the four countries had nearly 

slaughtered the population of over 3.5 million seals. The problem was solved only after years of 

diplomacy, culminating in the North Pacific Fur Seal Convention of 1911.   

This overexploitation, Castree argues, was not only due to the anti-environmental ‘logic’ 

of capitalism. It was also due to the ‘nature’ of fur-seals. The physical nature of fur seals made 

them important to the four countries involved in the fur trade through the 1870-1911 period. 

Their dense pelts created a market for garments, the large number of seals made commercial 

sealing a profitable venture, and the fact that the seals migrated through the north Pacific for 9 
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to 10 months of the year made sealing attractive for Canada, Russia, Japan and California sealers. 

In sum, the overexploitation of the north-Pacific seal-herd is understood as a product of the 

articulation of a particular mode of capitalist production and the specific physical capacities of 

nature. These capacities, however, while quite real and tangible, are not absolute. Rather, they are 

seen as being relative to the demands made on them by the mode of production.  

While for decades the field of environmental history has produced authoritative historical 

socionature analyses, it has treated gender as a concept seemingly divorced from nature 

considerations (Adeney Thomas, 2011; Carruthers, 2011; Demeritt, 2002, 2006; Hughes, 2008; 

Iacovetta, 2007; Johnson, 2010; Kay, 1991; Leach & Green, 1995, 1997; Merchant, 1989, 1990, 

2002; Mosley, 2006; Nash, 1999, 2005; Pyne, 2011; Raibmon, 2003; Scharff, 2003; Weisiger, 

2009; Worster, 1988). The result is historical socionature landscapes that insufficiently reflect the 

experiences of both women and men. 

A number of environmental historians have sought to rectify this gendered gap by 

bridging the fields of environmental history with social history, a subfield which has for over 60 

years emphasised a holistic, temporal approach to understanding society. This understanding 

includes centering men and women’s experiences, along with race and class analyses, in the 

histories they write (Leach & Green, 1997, 2007; Loo, 2006; Melosi, 1995; Mosley, 2006; 

Merchant, 1989, 1990, 2002; Scharff, 2003; Sachs, 2006; Taylor, 2008). While environmental 

historians do not often explicitly engage with the theoretical principles of feminist political 

ecology, by bridging gender analyses with the concerns of environmental history, they work to 

unravel the temporal complexity and multifunctionality of dynamic gendered socionature 

relations (Hughes, 2008; Nash, 2005; Loo, 2006; Scharff, 2003; Walker, 2011). 

As already emphasised, the relevance of gender to studies of environment history is that 

gender and nature are both co-constructed concepts; we cannot separate our knowledge of the 

environment from the categories through which we perceive it (Loo, 2006; Nash, 2005; Sharff, 

2003). Indeed, assumptions of gender often interact with constructions of nature. Carolyn 
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Merchant’s classic study, The Death of Nature (1980), examined how ideologies emerging from the 

scientific revolution constructed women and nature in similar ways that ultimately underwrote 

the domination of both. Much of Merchant’s work, in turn, became a critical reference for 

ecofeminist work that appeared in the 1980s and 1990s (e.g. Val Plumwood, Maria Mies, Karen 

Warren and Vandana Shiva). While much of the ecofeminist literature has been charged with 

essentialism, more recent studies of gender and environmental history avoid the criticisms of 

biological determinism and instead present rich, historical analyses of gendered socionature 

dynamics (see, for example, Leach, 2007; Moore, 2008; Nash, 2005; Sachs, 2006; Scharff, 2003).8 

Environmental historian Marsha Weisiger’s (2009) study of the evolution of the United 

States government’s land management policies that resulted in the destruction of 50% of Diné 

livestock during the Depression is a particularly insightful example of a critical, temporal analysis 

of gendered socionature dynamics. Not only does her study reveal how patriarchal and capitalist 

constructions of nature transform gendered identities, roles and relations but also demonstrates 

the importance of time in the unfolding of gendered socionature dynamics. During three 

successive waves of reduction, government ordered round-ups resulted in range riders 

slaughtering thousands of sheep and goats to ‘save’ the Navajo range - the majority of which 

were too distant from off-reservation markets to ship by rail car, and thus, left to rot on the 

range. Navajo women, who were prominent owners of livestock, and prior to the 1920s, key 

community figures (with their high status reflected in Navajo Creation narratives and 

matricentred social geography), challenged these killings. With the formation of the Navajo tribal 

                                                           
8 The essentialist position argues that women have a particular connection to nature (i.e. the ‘women-nature link’) by 
virtue of their biology – particularly as child bearers; and given this connection, women, like nature, are subject to 
dominance, control and exploitation by masculinised culture (Merchant, 1982; Mies, 1986; Mies & Shiva, 1993). 
Ecofeminism, however, is a complex ontological position, and cannot be collapsed into pure essentialism (Moore, 
2008; Pillai, 1996; Spivak, 1987; Sturgeon, 1997 in Moore, 2008). More recent ecofeminist scholarship attempts to 
refute critiques of ecofeminism by defining the different approaches of ecofeminists (women-nature link, the 
opposition to domination of nature by culture and the belief in non-hierarchical networks in nature) and drawing a 
distinction between a social constructivist approach and essentialist approach to understanding women’s 
connections to the environment (Leach, 2007; Jackson, 1993; Nash, 2005; Sachs, 2006). Social constructivist 
approaches in ecofeminism focus on women’s position in society, their responsibilities for childcare and subsistence 
production, and their lack of access to and control over resources as explanations for women’s particular 
vulnerability to environmental problems, as well as their greater stakes in protecting the environment (Moore, 2008).  
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council, however, women were forcibly excluded from the political sphere, largely because New 

Deal conservationists and government agents refused to deal with them. This left their interests 

as stockowners obstructed as ‘rational’ land management policies were introduced that mandated 

stock reduction to revitalise the overgrazed Navajo range. Eventually, chasms in 

communications grew between government officials and Diné leaders, as mutually exclusive 

understandings shaped starkly different constructions of the People’s relationship to Diné 

Bikeyah and their livestock. In foregrounding ecological, cultural and gender issues, Weisiger’s 

richly textured analysis redresses shortcoming of other studies that lacked a female perspective 

on the traumatic experiences the people endured, or relied on essentialised portraits of the 

‘traditional Navajo woman’ (i.e. ignoring the significance of women in pastoral life and Navajo 

society) (Lee, 2011). Weisiger’s work effectively exposes the destructive effects of patriarchy: the 

use and influence of exclusionary language, the skewed construction of the census, and the tacit 

assumptions regarding male authority that served to obliterate Navajo women’s status 

(M’Closkey, 2011). By examining the ecological effects of capitalist (large-scale, market-driven) 

livestock production on Navajo land, as well as the impact from Anglo and Hispano ranchers 

who competed for grazing lands, Weisiger’s (2009) analysis also demonstrated each party’s 

responsibility for the range’s deterioration, including the role of Bureau of Indian Affairs officials 

and conservationists who exacerbated the problem. Finally, Weisiger demonstrated the effects of 

coercive and paternalistic approaches to range management and conservation programs, 

revealing the implications of these land use strategies on the Navajo people, particularly the 

women, who were ignored both by the Navajo tribal council at the time, the federal government 

and conservationists. 

Through my research project’s historical feminist political ecology framework, nature is 

considered a highly influential concept in understandings of gender. In both the Global North 

and South, these power dynamics are located within shifting contexts of environmental change, 

with discursive and material conditions understood as critical to (re)shaping gendered exclusions 
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and possibilities. While the scholarship on gender and nature in the Global North is divergent in 

its approach, feminist political ecology’s emphasis on multiscalar analyses of gendered 

socionature dynamics coupled with environmental history’s temporal socionature approach 

provide a holistic framework. I argue that this critical lens is required to explore the multitude of 

ways gendered relations of power (in terms of men and women’s identities, roles, relations) are 

shaped by (and shape) discursive and material co-constructions of socionature (forest policy, 

industry and trees) across space and time. By employing a multiscalar, temporal analysis and 

exploring these dynamics in a Canadian context, my work contributes to the literature on rural 

resource communities in the Global North, provides feminist political ecology with a historical, 

case study from a region not often emphasised and offers a nuanced, critical analysis of gender 

to environmental history, while also illuminating a form of socionature that takes seriously 

nature’s transformative capacities. This multiscalar analysis is also helpful in challenging 

masculinised understandings of gendered socionature relations, as well as anthropocentric 

understandings of nature, and thus contributes to a more balanced and historically nuanced 

perspective. Before turning to the empirical chapters explored through this analytical lens, the 

methodology and methods are detailed, thus articulating this research project’s approach to 

temporal, gendered socionature conditions on the ground in rural, eastern, Ontario. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY  

 

The following chapter highlights the particular ideas that guide this project’s 

methodology, turning then towards an overview of the specific methods employed within each 

objective.  

3.1 Methodological Approach 

If philosophy is constructed through beliefs, values and meanings, and theory extends 

these ideas to the experience of everyday life, then methodologies (and associated practices), are 

‘ways of doing’, which represent one’s philosophies, acted out. Thus, understanding one’s 

methodological framework, and its implications, is a necessary and important aspect of doing 

critical research. At the very heart of my philosophical position is the idea that science is political 

and thus, as a critical geographer, I work to deconstruct how we ‘do’ science. Of particular 

concern for myself, like many feminist scholars, is that the western, industrial, scientific 

approach, anchored in a positivist epistemology of objectivity, has been imbued with too much 

power and privilege. This power and privilege has then driven much of what we think we can 

know about the world, as well as how we go about our research (Hanson & Monk, 2008; 

Haraway, 1991, 2004; McDowell, 1999; Monk & Hanson, 1982; Moss & Falconer Al-Hindi, 

2008; Nightingale, 2003, 2006; Rose, 1993, 1997). Feminist philosophies and methodologies not 

only challenge and work to rectify the dominance of positivist research but also the 

masculinisation of academia, research, and everyday life.  

Feminist scholars employ a variety of methodological tools in their efforts to better 

understand the sources, dynamics and spatiality of women and men’s oppression. My scientific 

approach, grounded in tenets of feminism, considers these ontological, epistemological and 

methodological tools necessary in efforts to deconstruct knowledge production and ways of 

doing research. While I do not engage with all aspects of feminist thought, my work adds to a 

body of critical research which works to re-envision what we study and how we ‘do’ science.  



48 

 

In adhering to the idea that all philosophical choices are methodological, my approach 

follows what Haraway (1991) defines as, an ‘embodied feminist objectivity’. In order to achieve 

this form of ‘subjective objectivity’ I recognise that: (1) there is no universal truth and instead 

consider all knowledge to be partial and situated; (2) masculine ways of knowing too often 

silence women’s voices in academic research and writing; (3) positionality and reflexivity are 

means of evaluating our subjectivity; (4) binaries are hierarchical; and (5) mixed methods provide 

a holistic approach through which a more nuanced science can be performed. Together, these 

tenets allow me to view the world through a critical lens, challenging positivist approaches that 

continue to dominate much of the scientific world.   

There is No Universal Truth 

Positivism is a set of philosophical approaches that seek to apply scientific principles and 

methods drawn from the natural sciences to explanations of both social and natural phenomena 

(Dixon & Jones, 2009). This ‘way of knowing’ has deep roots in the scientific revolution of the 

16th and 17th centuries, and is an approach honed to perfection in the history of science tied to 

militarism, capitalism, colonialism and male supremacy (Haraway, 2004, p. 86). 

There are five key tenets of positivism: (1) direct observation is the foundation of all 

knowledge, which guarantees facts are pure and untainted by theory or value judgements; (2) 

truth can be verified or falsified by employing rigorous techniques, such as statistical inference; 

(3) a wariness of any theory not observable, therefore  theories are only hypotheses until 

observation can validate truth; (4) a sense of faith that positivism can be effectively applied to 

humanities and social science, resulting in the notion that one method fits all to reveal truth 

wherever it is found; and (5) an ardent denial of metaphysics, which is associated with 

philosophy and reveals how people understand the world around them, as well as the nature of 

being in the world (Haraway, 1991). 
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The positivist epistemology of objectivity, rationality and the search for universal truths 

produced by unbiased experts has dominated research in both human and physical geography 

since the 1940s post-war, ‘quantitative revolution’ (Castree, 2005; Hanson & Monk, 2008; 

Haraway, 1991, 1997; Monk & Hanson, 1982). Indeed, in the discipline of geography positivism 

remains strong, with a significant number of scholars employing these scientific principles in 

efforts to establish laws and mathematical models that purport to explain the world (Aitken & 

Valentine, 2015; Castree, 2005; Inkpen, 2005; Jackson & Smith, 2014; Kitchin, 2015). 

This prioritisation of objectivity and dismissal of subjectivity highlights the first tenet of 

my feminist methodology, which is the idea that there is no absolute truth waiting to be 

discovered. As a result, all knowledge is considered partial and linked to the contexts in which it 

is produced (Haraway, 1991). This understanding is in direct contrast with the positivist strategy 

of representing the world as an objective observer, a strategy which adheres to modes of 

communication that are (supposedly) unbiased by personal or societal influences. Feminist 

geographer Gillian Rose (1993) challenges the tenets of positivism through her analysis of the 

complex discursive-coding of landscapes. She argues that the ‘objective’ scientist’s gaze is 

anything but neutral, and instead is bound in a tradition of masculinist rationality which 

associates women with nature and knowledge with the vision of a detached observer’ (Rose, 

1993, p. 88). This ‘masculinisation’ of scientific knowledge, Rose (1993) argued, is secured 

through the unwritten assumption that a powerful and all-knowing culture (man) can be a 

detached observer of nature (woman). This gendered gaze is based on a set of hierarchical 

dualisms between culture and nature, mind and body, object and subject, human and nonhuman, 

that are so taken for granted we forget that they are anything but natural (Rose, 1993). By 

deconstructing scientific efforts to objectively observe and physically reconstitute nature, it is 

revealed that knowledge is both constructed and situated, with power to wield these definitions 

having dramatic outcomes for the gendered forest landscape. Unearthing the ways a subjective, 
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masculinised gaze shapes landscapes is thus highly disruptive to a system of thought that accords 

intrinsic value based on an objective interpretation. 

Poststructuralist approaches of deconstruction and discourse analysis have been crucial 

in feminist scholars’ efforts to make critical assessments of scientific studies of the complexity of 

gendered socionature dynamics. Discourse analysis, as a poststructural method, is most 

commonly associated with the work of the French historian and philosopher Michel Foucault 

(1977, 1981), who considered discourses to include not only written text, but also encompass 

speech, dialogue, ways of thinking, actions, bodily practices, and so much more. Thus, a 

discourse is not simply a series of things that are said and done regarding a pre-existing thing, 

such as gender. Instead they are what create gender, for instance, making it actually exist as a 

consequence of a meaningful set of beliefs, attitudes and everyday practices and performances 

(Wylie, 2006). In this way, discourses are both enabling and constraining. They determine what 

appears to be true, legitimate or meaningful and what is dismissed as false, deviant or 

nonsensical. As such, the political and ethical import of discourses is that they establish some 

behaviours and identities as normal or natural and others as unusual, marginal or unnatural 

(Wylie, 2006, p. 303-304).  

Deconstruction, a term most often associated with the work of the French-Algerian 

philosopher Jacques Derrida (1976, 1978), is deployed within my research project as a way of 

reading discourses. It is based upon an original understanding of how messages and their 

meanings are conveyed through language. Thus, deconstruction is not merely a research method. 

It is an actual process which occurs in the world and thus can be witnessed and documented. It 

is a process ‘inherent in language, in the way humans communicate with each other, think about 

ourselves and others – in the general ways cultural and material worlds operate’ (Wylie, 2006, p. 

299). In deconstructing language, however, it can also be subverted. Trees, for instance, and 

other facets of nature are identified in my work by their common and scientific nomenclature, 

but also referenced in some instances by traditional Indigenous names, such as the Ojibwe story 
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of 'big and little bear' (i.e. the Big and Little Dippers). In such a way, the authority of scientific 

naming is both respected and destabilised, allowing space for the multiplicity of knowing found 

in a critical, discursive coding of landscapes. 

Masculine Ways of Knowing 

A deconstructive analysis of discourses in the disciplines of geography and history also 

reveals the ways women’s voices are marginalised, with these erasures both promoting and 

privileging a white, masculine, bourgeois, heterosexual subject (Domosh & Morin, 2003; 

Haraway, 1991, 1997; Jameson, 2010; Kay, 1991; Merchant, 1990; Moeckli & Braun, 2001; Morin 

& Berg, 1999; Nash, 1999). As such, women (albeit unequally), are made invisible in research 

endeavors, reflecting a concentration on male activity in public spaces and landscapes (Adeney 

Thomas, 2011; Carruthers, 2011; Demeritt, 2002, 2006; Hughes, 2008; Iacovetta, 2007; Johnson, 

2010; Leach & Green, 1995, 1997; Lidestav & Reed, 2010; Loo, 2006; Merchant, 1989, 1990, 

2002; Mosley, 2006; Nash, 1999; Nash, 2005; Pyne, 2011; Reed, 2003; Reed & Christie, 2009; 

Reed & Mitchell, 2003; Rocheleau et al., 1996; Rose, 1993; Sandwell, 2016; Seager, 2006; 

Weisiger, 2009). Scientists, however, increasingly consider themselves producing partial, 

embodied, situated knowledges rather than fixed, universal truths (Inkpen, 2005; Jackson & 

Smith, 2014; Kitchin, 2015). Feminist philosophies have been central in transforming this way of 

knowing and seeing the world; thus, strict logical positivism no longer holds as firm a grip on the 

social sciences, in particular (Monk & Hanson, 2008; Kitchin, 2015). Yet masculinist ways of 

thinking and writing continue to dominate academic societies and university departments, and as 

a result, the lives and experiences of women continue to be ignored by many (Banerjee & 

Mayfield, 2007; Johnson, 2010; Hanson & Monk, 2008; Reed & Christie, 2009).  

This masculinisation and marginalisation of certain knowledge claims highlights the need 

for the second tenet of my feminist, methodological framework, which is to challenge the 

silence of gender and the peripheralisation of women’s voices in academic writing and research. 
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Indeed, a central facet of feminist research has been to recover women in geography and history, 

as well as to address the persistent erasure of gender difference (Banerjee & Mayfield, 2007; 

Carstairs & Janovicek, 2013; Domash & Morin, 2003; Hanson & Monk, 2008; Jameson, 2010; 

Johnson, 2010; Reed & Christie, 2009). This involves thinking about the traditional male-

centeredness of these disciplines and assumptions about what constitutes primary human 

activity. While there has been a dramatic rise in the number of female scholars in history and 

geography, the impact of feminist perspectives in both fields remains marginal (Banerjee & 

Mayfield Bell, 2007; Domash & Morin, 2003; Hanson & Monk, 2008; Jameson, 2010; Reed & 

Christie, 2009). And because knowledge is a social creation, the kind of knowledge that emerges 

from a discipline depends very much upon who produces that knowledge, what methods are 

used and for what purposes knowledge is created (Monk & Hanson, 1982).  

Meanwhile, many research questions in history and the social sciences apply to both men 

and women, but are often analysed in terms of male experiences only (Dixon & Jones, 2006; 

England, 2006; McDowell, 1999; Monk & Hanson, 1982, 2008; Reed, 2003; Rose, 1993, 1997). 

Feminist geographers, for instance, have demonstrated that the stakeholders and social groups 

who form the research focus of many environmental and resource geographers are normally 

drawn from white, male, middle/upper-class, well-educated elites (Reed, 2007; Reed & Christie, 

2009). With the exception of researchers who write about Indigenous peoples, this literature 

normally presents ‘managers, interest groups, industry and analysts as faceless, ephemeral actors 

whose gendered (not to say racialised and classed) position in society is irrelevant to decision 

processes and outcomes’ (Reed & Mitchell, 2003, p. 320). Through a commitment to feminist 

methodologies, Maureen Reed (2003) illustrates how gendered human-environment relations 

continue to shape the discourses and cultures of resource towns, rendering less important 

women’s social and economic contributions, and marginalising their contributions from resource 

planning activities and processes. Thus, feminist methodologies highlight how gender influences 
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what is considered knowledge, how knowledge is legitimised, and how knowledge is reproduced 

and represented to others in human-environment relations.  

Feminist historians further this understanding, arguing that standard constructions of 

historical periods assume an elitist, male-oriented view of what constitutes significant past events 

(Kay, 1991, p 449; Sharff, 2003; Loo, 2006). Significant methodological issues suggest the 

reasons for these uneven historical travels. The politics of archives, for instance, are such that 

what remains as evidence is oftentimes written and preserved by white, literate, power-wielding 

men, and the issue of how one might read the silences or hidden spaces in the archives is an 

important, though complicated one (Domash & Morin, 2003; Jameson, 2010). Many feminist 

geographers have addressed the question of who has the power to make, record and interpret 

history (e.g. Rose, 1995), while others continue the important work of discovering appropriate 

strategies for approaching the archives and reading the silences embedded in them (e.g. Barnett, 

1998; Bonnell, 2009). Indeed, it has long been acknowledged that scholars must search out non-

traditional sources to recover women’s histories, but such sources are not always readily 

available. For instance, autobiographies and diaries are often kept private, but readily sought out 

and used by historians when made public (Campbell, 2013). Feminist researchers find these 

documents especially helpful in clarifying the conditions of people’s private lives. Furthermore, 

by moving analysis away from the gendered subjects themselves and onto the historical 

conditions in which those subjects have come to be constituted as ‘different’ has broadened the 

ways in which archival material can be used by historians and extended the insights of feminist 

researchers relying on ethnographic data. 

Ethnography is a methodological approach characterised by the collection and analysis of 

extremely rich, in-depth information on a specific event, social setting, group or person that 

involves the researcher assuming the role of participant-observer, donning the analytical lens of a 

cultural anthropologist and entering the chosen region for an extended period of time to study 

how a group functions (Van Maanen, 2011). Of course, by virtue of their qualitative focus, 
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ethnographies are not designed to achieve some ‘objective truth’ (Van Maanen, 2011). It is an 

overtly subjective form of inquiry, and writing is inevitably filtered through a researcher’s 

particular worldview. An important limitation of the ethnographic (and case study) approach is 

that principles drawn from one case can be used to make only moderate generalisations to other 

similar scenarios. Due to its long-standing commitments to research ‘from the bottom up’, 

gathering ethnographic evidence is considered by many to be a compelling manner in which a 

researcher might deeply engage with the materiality of space and place (Vine, 2017). Concerns 

arise when one considers that, beyond some notable exceptions, ethnographic writing is most 

often created by male fieldworkers concerned largely with the comings and goings of male 

subjects (Van Maanan, 2011; Vine, 2017). 

Positionality and Reflexivity 

In understanding all knowledge as situated and subjective the third tenet of my critical, 

methodological perspective recognises that we must have a way of locating and evaluating our 

position as researchers, with positionality and reflexivity a means of approaching these dynamics 

(England, 2009). The concepts of positionality and reflexivity raise important questions about 

the politics of research. Positionality refers to the ‘recognition of the [position] of the researcher 

and her/his subjects and relations of power between them’ (McDowell, 1999, p. 223). Similarly, 

reflexivity can be understood as a ‘...self-critical sympathetic introspection and the self conscious 

analytical scrutiny of the self as a researcher’ (Rose, 1997, p. 305). Thus I acknowledge that my 

identity as a white, university-educated, middle-class, queer, feminist environmentalist, who 

resides in a city, affects the data collection process due to biases and assumptions I hold, as well 

as those regarding my status or purpose for research. My identity, in turn, affects power 

dynamics between research participants and myself. This means maintaining a constant vigilance 

to one’s identity expression, especially since it has the potential to ‘other’ both the research 

participants and researcher. In fact, many respondents to the following project identified distrust 
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towards ‘city folk’ and positioned themselves – both physical and mentally - in direct opposition 

to them. Feminists, however, have raised concerns about a possible emerging feminist orthodoxy 

regarding reflexivity (England, 2009). For instance, Rose (1997) argues that reflexivity does not 

promote complete transparency, therefore, we cannot wholly locate ourselves in our research, 

because we never fully understand our position in webs of power. Her concern reminds us to 

constantly interrogate our assumptions and remember that knowledge is always partial, including 

that about ourselves. Thus, while reflexivity can help expose uneven power relations or 

exploitative research relations, it does not remove them; we must accept responsibility for our 

research and continuously revaluate our own positionality, as well as include this in our writing 

(England, 2009). 

Hierarchical Binaries 

This sheds light on the fourth tenet of my philosophical and methodological position, 

which understands that our culture is littered with binaries like subject/object, male/female and 

human/nonhuman. These dualisms impact the way we think, how we relate to each other, as 

well as how society and politics operate. Deconstructive analysis reveals that binaries, such as 

human/nature and male/female, rather than being produced in isolation from each other, are 

always inextricably intertwined (Wylie, 2006). Derrida (1978) calls such binaries ‘violent 

hierarchies’, because as a rule one of the two terms is always understood to be superior to the 

other. Thus, discourses must be considered in terms of power. Power not only prevents change 

or ‘progress’ but creates new identities and new social, economic and political systems. Moreover 

this creative power operates in a diverse and dispersed manner; it does not emanate from single 

source. As Foucault (1981, p. 93) notes, ‘power is everywhere, not because it embraces 

everything, but because it comes from everywhere.’ Categories such as human/nonhuman, often 

assumed to be universal, natural or objectively definable, are instead found to be the products of 

particular discursive practices and thus are socially constructed (Wylie, 2006). This does not 
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mean that these categories are somehow false or unreal, but that they become real and meaningful 

within particular cultural and historical contexts. Indeed, this dualist, hierarchical ontology of 

subject/object has categorised the biophysical world as inferior to humans, resulting in the 

nonhuman world being treated as a passive terrain to be carved and channeled by social agents. 

Mixed Methods 

In efforts to capture the human and nonhuman world in non-hierarchical ways, Gilles 

Deleuze (1990, 1994) argues for experimental and creative approaches to academic writing, and 

modes of representation generally. Deleuze’s philosophy emphasises creativity, vitality and 

transformation, not just as values to be cherished but as immanent, ontological features of life in 

general (Wylie, 2006). While he is characteristically poststructural, unlike Derrida or Foucault, 

Deleuze does not advocate for painstaking, forensic criticism aimed at revealing the complexity 

of things. Rather, he seems to promote resolutely experimental modes of writing and 

performance. 

Thus, in order to achieve an experimental mode of writing and doing research, the final 

tenet of my philosophical position is an engagement with a ‘mixed-methods’ approach. This 

tenet acknowledges that complex issues are best understood through a politically-informed 

combination of research methods (England, 2009; Nightingale, 2003). This hybrid approach 

combines the principles and practices of feminist political ecology and environmental history, 

and engages both qualitative and quantitative sources, considering each as complimentary 

strategies. By pairing ethnographic techniques, such as oral histories, participant observation, 

focus groups and textual analysis (e.g. diaries, historical documents and photographs) with 

quantitative sources, such as government forest surveys and socio-economic statistics, positivist 

understandings of qualitative rigour are challenged. This allows research to explore questions of 

‘why’ and ‘how’ through interpretative and meaning-centred methods, rather than relying solely 

on quantitative data to explain patterns and processes (England, 2009; Nightingale, 2003). A 



57 

 

hybrid approach, however, warrants in-depth examination and is thus further unpacked in the 

following methods section and historical case study. 

Summary 

The purpose of this section has not only been to highlight this project’s methodological 

framework but to acknowledge how philosophies inform research, with questions asked situated 

in choices between different ways of knowing. In this sense, ‘philosophy is to research as 

grammar is to language...just as we cannot speak a language without certain grammatical rules, so 

too we cannot conduct a successful piece of research without making certain philosophical 

choices’ (Graham, 1997, p. 8). Through this feminist methodological framework, my research 

argues that the most any one person can claim is to know is the relative truth about humans and 

nature, one whose meaning is governed by a particular set of world views (Dixon & Jones, 2006). 

It is therefore crucial to question not only our position in research but to situate ourselves, and 

those whom we research for/with/about, in entangled networks of power; putting this approach 

into practice, however, represents a key challenge for critical scholars (Rocheleau in Hawkins & 

Ojeda, 2011). By engaging with a critical, feminist methodology I seek to contribute to richer and 

more complex understandings of human-environment relations, striving for a nuanced and 

holistic approach to data collection and analysis that effectively addresses complexity, and 

presents situated knowledge about the people and places I write about.  

3.2 Methods 

Following from the methodological framework outlined above, the following section 

details my hybrid research approach, which combines methods employed by environmental 

historians and feminist political ecologists, and includes qualitative as well as quantitative data. 

Data-collection methods included forest surveys, environmental policy analysis, oral history and 

key informant interviews, direct and participant observation, textual and archival exploration, as 

well as statistical and secondary-data review. Data interpretation took the form of historical 
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explanation, achieved through latent and manifest content analysis. Together this temporal, 

ethnographic study of the forests, forest industry and forest-based communities of rural, eastern 

Ontario, illustrates the profound and dynamic impacts of 150 years of gendered forest 

transformations. Since this research involves human participants, all methods comply with the 

conditions described in the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans 

and received ethics clearance by the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board.  

In following an ethnographic (and sometimes historical) approach to field work, I lived 

in my research area for an extended period (over 1 year) while conducting data collection and a 

preliminary analysis, thus familiarising myself with the area and gaining trust/transparency 

among residents. Indeed, physically ‘being’ in the forests and forest-based communities allowed 

for a richer understanding of the people and place.  

I first visited eastern Ontario, specifically the township Addington Highlands, in the 

summer of 2009, joining Robert McLeman (Project Organiser) for a community fair, at which 

we showcased the project and discussed the work with local residents. This visit allowed me to 

briefly acquaint myself with the area and gain key informant contacts beyond those already 

established by the climate change research group that had been studying the region since the year 

prior. This larger project is a broad-based undertaking by researchers specialising in human and 

physical geography, geomatics and environmental history in order to generate critically needed 

data on environmental change, adaptation, planning and decision-support tools. 

In the spring of 2010, I returned to familiarise myself more intimately with the area. I 

continued to make contacts and conducted semi-structured key informant interviews (formal and 

informal). Interviews were conducted with new and settler families, Bon Echo Provincial Park 

staff, local business operators/owners, cottage owners, and the tourism office. I also established 

contacts with people connected to the forest industry. Additionally, I photographed both the 

local communities and natural landscape while also keeping a journal, documenting observations 

and experiences. 
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In the winter of 2012 I returned again, staying 3 months, to conduct key informant 

interviews and collected archival material and local historical literature, since this was the busy 

season for forestry operations. Doing so allowed me to develop an important grasp of significant 

forest- and community-based events and themes, to inform pertinent and relevant questions. 

Furthermore, it demonstrated to local people my awareness of their experiences and the events 

discussed, facilitating a means to build rapport. After a brief break, I visited again in the summer 

of 2012 and remained until April 2013, continuing my observational and archival work, as well as 

conducting oral history interviews with forestry workers and organising a focus group with local 

women. Organisation of the data and preliminary analysis picked up during this period, with the 

multi-layered experience of documenting, categorising, and analysing the material providing 

invaluable initial insights into what the material was saying. I returned to the analysis again upon 

my arrival home in the spring of 2013, and interpretation of the data continued into the winter of 

2014.   

 
Objective One: detail changes in the forested landscape, documenting the role of both 
humans and nature in these transformations 
 

This first objective of my research involves documenting material nature and involves 

exploring changes in the natural environment in order to assess the role of both humans and 

nature in these transformations (Hughes, 2006; Worster, 1988, 1990). Thus, the purpose of this 

objective was to reconstruct the forested landscape over time, highlighting pivotal moments of 

environmental change, while also treating trees (and other components of nature) as a relational 

actor in this forest history. 

This objective incorporates both historical and present day texts. In terms of historical 

data, the Lennox & Addington Museum and Archives, Bon Echo Provincial Park and the 

Historical Society of Cloyne (a village in the centre of Addington Highlands township) provided 

a vast array of archival material. These resources included forest management documents, 

settlement maps, photographs, municipal records, land-use surveys, forest industry reports and 
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newspapers. Much of the material was helpful in detailing the historical landscape. Archival 

sources are appealing not only because they provide textual clues but through triangulation 

problems around missing data can be resolved (e.g. spatial and temporal gaps).  

These historical materials, combined with the historical secondary literature as well as the 

Bon Echo Provincial Park Management Plans (1850-1960), Ministry of Natural Resources Forest 

Census (1908-1975, 1960-2000) and Mazinaw-Lanark Forest Management Plans (2006-2011, 

2011-2021) were essential to furthering understandings of the spatial and physical extent of 

forest cover change. In particular, these forest management and industry documents were 

important in highlighting human-induced environmental changes such as harvesting, fire, 

reforestation and chemical control. Meanwhile, game management reports were used to shed 

light on the various species hunted in local forests. Additional present-day sources included 

information gathered from county websites, such as Frontenac and Lennox & Addington. 

Together, this material provided insights into the types of trees harvested, the various spaces 

where logging occurred, how the forest was managed, as well as how this has changed over time. 

In order to further assess the history of landscape change, key informant interviews were 

conducted with people who possessed specific contextual, background and opinion information, 

such as owners of private woodlots and naturalists in the area. This form of data collection often 

involved going out into the forests in order to directly observe and document naturally-occurring 

environmental transformations (as well perceptions of these changes). I also explored and 

documented the forests while hiking Crown land where logging had occurred in both the past 

and present. In recognising that the land has a history, trees were a helpful recorder of landscape 

change. Paying attention to the diameter of trees, as well as their organisation, can indicate much 

about the landscape. For instance, clusters of trees of the same age suggest past land-clearance, a 

large disturbance, or replanting. Species composition, as well types of seedlings, can give clues to 

the landscape’s history (fire, deforestation, replanting, and insects). Trees offer rich historical 
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evidence of past human activity and disturbance, so working to understand why certain trees 

grow in a certain area is important (Jones & Cloke, 2002).  

Changes in the forest landscape reflect certain historical perceptions and interactions 

with nature and, thus, provide the material attributes of a multi-century relationship with the 

forests – a description from which pivotal moments of forestry cover changes were derived. 

Through this landscape analysis both the material world, and its materially-necessary foundation 

for human society, are further understood. 

Objective Two: describe the socio-economic and political history of forest policy, 
industry and forest-based community dynamics 

The next objective involves exploring the socio-economic and political realms, 

investigating how institutions as well as actors interact with the natural environment (Cronon, 

1990; Merchant, 2002; Nash, 1999; Worster, 1988, 1990). This relational thinking grounds 

human activities in the biophysical environment from which production is formed (Castree, 

1995). Thus, the purpose of this objective was to understand how a history of forest policy and 

industry dynamics shape the way rural-resource dependent communities organise themselves in 

terms of production, how this shapes the environment and the social relations that grow out of 

these rural work, home and community relations. 

The first component of this objective involved the collection and interpretation of a 

variety of archival materials that relate to men’s and women’s lives in eastern Ontario. Archival 

documents collected from the Bon Echo Provincial Park Archives, as well as the Lennox & 

Addington and Cloyne museums, included newspapers, photographs, municipal records, letters 

and autobiographical accounts. In particular, local newspapers and magazines were a rich source 

of information, with lumbermen’s periodicals and local newspapers highlighting shifts in the 

forest industry, as well as how people at the time perceived the forest industry and 

environmental change. Forestry records gathered also provided important historical insights on 

men’s and women’s involvement in this sector. Photographs acted as powerful records of 
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people, events and places, with these images having the capacity to evoke ideas or emotions in 

ways that words alone cannot. Ministry of Natural Resource records, along with municipal 

meeting and voting records, also served a vital role in illustrating community-forest dynamics. 

Because so much archival material relates to histories of men, the Women’s Institute Fonds 

(1935-1982, Lennox & Addington Archives), as well as women’s autobiographical accounts and 

local historical literature, were essential in filling in blanks on women’s lives not available through 

interviews, particularly in the early years of the project. 

  More recent materials were derived from regional health reports, which provided 

statistical information on community wellbeing (e.g. physical and mental health, as well as issues 

of substance abuse) and census data from Statistics Canada provided details on local 

demographics, such as age, race, gender, class distributions, and employment and education 

information. Historical and present-day forest management reports also provided specific, 

statistical details on the local forest industry, detailing, for instance, the number of employees 

and earnings in the region. These statistical data were then used to augment and help interpret 

qualitative findings. 

Next, both direct and participant observations were documented. Observation involves 

immersing oneself in a place in an attempt to discern the patterns and dynamics associated with 

community life (Berg, 1998). Gathering information by means of observation involves watching 

and/or listening to events, then recording what occurs. Observations were used to better 

understand peoples’ experiences with nature, the roles of men and women, as well as how the 

community works together. Observation can be conducted either through direct or participatory 

means (Thomas, 2003). In direct observation, the researcher directly views what is happening, 

whereas in participatory observation the researcher is physically involved in the event that they 

are then documenting.  

Observation includes the following advantages: (1) information can be easily gathered 

from spontaneous, unplanned events; (2) no special equipment beyond a notebook is necessary; 
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(3) otherwise difficult contexts (noise, crowds, travel, etc.) provide details that enrich observation 

and analysis; (4) discussions can be documented if use of recording equipment is not appropriate 

(e.g. recording devices can intimidate); and (5) observer’s reports can be used in tandem with 

other sources to bolster accuracy of projects. In many instances, having a camera and journal 

were critical to my research project, being essential in the documenting of direct and participant 

observations. Together, these instruments were used to further capture the daily life conditions, 

opinions, values, attitudes and knowledge base of those being studied. 

Observations were documented, for instance, at local events, such as: hunting shows; the 

Annual Cloyne Historical Museum Opening in 2009 and 2010; fall fairs in Denbigh, Madoc, 

Plevna in 2012; a local women’s day gathering in 2014. Additional documentation was gathered 

while working out of the Land O’ Lakes Tourism Office during the summer of 2010 and the 

Bon Echo Provincial Park Office in 2013, during numerous drives through the area, and while 

living in the region during both busy and slow seasons (the busiest season for forestry workers is 

winter, which is when forest-based tourism is lowest, and vice versa). As a resident, patronising 

local establishments (e.g. grocery stores, gas stations, cafes, hardware, restaurants) and chatting 

informally with what were mostly women working these service-sector jobs, further observations 

took place. Observations of the built environment were also documented. The rural countryside 

and communities are an important consideration for understanding the influence of settlement; 

by observing directly local roads, buildings and other infrastructure, much was revealed. 

Abandoned buildings and roads, as well as other infrastructural elements provided insights into 

not only socio-economic wellbeing, but also faded records of the past.  

Next, a series of semi-structured, key informant interviews were conducted with a variety 

of community members. Semi-structured interviews are situations in which specific questions are 

asked, but the interviewer may move beyond these standard questions and format (Berg, 1998). 

This follow-up allows the researcher to ask questions based on an individual’s unique 

experiences, potentially allowing for a richer picture of a person’s life. Key informant interviews 
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were conducted with health/community service providers, community development committee 

members, business leaders, forestry families, long-term and newly-settled residents, a women’s 

shelter worker, a women’s outreach worker, Bon Echo Park staff, a not-for-profit community 

forestry organisation, Land o’ Lakes tourism office staff, as well as cottage owners (i.e. seasonal 

residents, mostly urbanites).  

The next source of data involved conducting 12 semi-structured, oral history interviews 

with small-scale forest company owners (the largest company had roughly 100 employees and 

the smallest had one employee). While this sample size is perhaps small, it represents over 90% 

of active forest companies operating on Crown land in the Mazinaw-Lanark Forest region at the 

time this research was conducted (and this number remains similar today). Together, these 

companies cooperatively own Mazinaw-Lanark Forest Incorporated and the rights to log this 

forest management unit in eastern Ontario. Semi-structured interviews are particularly malleable 

to oral histories due to their flexibility and narrative approach, but can be tiring if too many 

additional questions are asked. Indeed, the timing of interviews varied with this approach - some 

were completed in approximately 1 hour, while others lasted up to 4 hours. These oral histories 

bring depth to understandings of the past by augmenting data from historical archives and public 

records with the perspectives of individuals, illuminating how they experience the forces of 

change (Hughes, 2006). Oral history helps us to understand what has changed and what has 

stayed the same over time. While change is obvious to the eye, oral history allows people to 

express personal perceptions of change (Hughes, 2006). Interviewees were asked about their 

family history in the region, their role in the forest industry, family and community, their 

thoughts on shifts in forest policy, as well as their perceptions, opinions and concerns regarding 

past- and present-day environmental transformations. 

 Finally, these interviews were triangulated against archival material, local history 

literature, observations (field journals and photographs), key-informant interviews, informal 

interviews, and statistical demographic and forest-census data. While I had hoped to include 
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women in my sample of oral history interviews, a significant challenge arose when trying to 

establish these interviews - very few women were interested in being interviewed, particularly 

those with ties to the forest industry. At local events, women repeatedly turned down requests to 

participate in the research process, and questions about the forests, for the most part, were 

redirected to their husbands. Newspaper ads, emails and phone calls went unanswered. 

Additionally, in oral history interviews with forest company owners, I asked to speak to their 

wives, but this approach also yielded minimal results, with most men saying their wives were too 

busy taking care of the children. Even snowballing – where one local woman would attempt to 

elicit another – was not entirely successful. Finally, it was through the combination of 

participating in a women’s-only local event where I discussed my research, following this up with 

two newspaper ads, and then receiving further assistance from local women (who reached out to 

their friends and family), that I was able to achieve in-depth discussions with local women. This 

method is elaborated on further below.   

Objective Three: document both women and men’s circumstances, experiences and 
perceptions of living and working in rural, forest-based communities  

With men’s thoughts and experiences readily documented in the previous objective, but 

interviews with rural women still absent the purpose of this third objective shifted. The focus 

instead was on how women’s everyday lives, work and roles in the community have changed 

over time, the beliefs and perceptions associated with this history, and the role of co-constructed 

socionature in shaping these transformations in social relations. 

Together with archival material, historical literature, observations, key informant and 

informal interviews, the purpose of this objective was achieved by conducting an in-depth focus 

group with 12 local women who shared a common experience – living in a rural, resource-

dependent community. The women were predominately from white, settler families (only two 

participants were not from multigenerational families, and one of these was married to a settler) 

that spanned numerous towns/villages in the region. Age (oldest 79 and youngest 31), however, 
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education (2 university degrees, 2 college degrees, 2 teaching certificates, 5 high school degrees  

and 1 who had not completed high school) and work history (4 teachers, 1 teacher’s assistant, 1 

secretary, 1 lodge owner, 1 café owner, 2 homemakers, 1 department store manager and 1 

farmer) boundaries were slightly more fluid. Respondents were asked about their history in the 

region, their role in the family and community, as well as their perceptions, opinions and 

concerns regarding past and present-day environmental transformations. While again the sample 

size may seem small, interview questions were discussed until the point of redundancy and all 

material was triangulated against archival information, observations (photographs and field 

journals), key-informant interviews, informal interviews, as well as statistical and secondary 

source data.  

A focus group involves a moderator (the researcher) interviewing a small group 

(generally 10 people or fewer) in an effort to better understand subjects’ biographies, life 

structures and ideas on various topics. In a well-run focus group, subjects should respond to 

each other, leading to a ‘synergistic group effect’ and a rapid flow of ideas. The phenomological 

character of a focus group can separate an issue from the academic preconceptions of the topic, 

and therefore allow it to be discussed in terms of the individuals who are affected by/relate 

directly to it (Meloy, 2002). To ensure rigor (and because audiotapes were not permissible in the 

focus group), all work was documented on a blackboard, the group was asked to verify the 

points, and photographs were taken of the work. Immediately following the focus group, 

photographs and observations were transcribed. 

During the focus group, a number of women mentioned seeing previous requests to 

participate in the research project, but chose not to respond. Reasons given for not responding 

were: feeling like they would have nothing to say/contribute to the conversation; fear of doing it 

alone; lack of motivation (a number of research projects have been conducted already in the 

area); and lack of knowledge about the research (were unsure what I was looking for). Benefits 

of the focus group, according to subjects, were: transformed perceptions of community research 
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(not necessarily invasive); the opportunity to bring a friend helped them feel comfortable 

joining/contributing; a group environment alleviated feeling obligated to talk; hearing multiple 

perspectives triggered thoughts and ideas; a chance to get to know other community 

members/meet new people; and learning more about various community issues/needs.   

Objective Four: critically analyse the historical, gendered relationship between changes 
in forest cover, forest policy, forest industry and forest-based community dynamics  

The question of why things happened in a particular way is often the historian’s central 

concern (Thomas, 2003). Thus, the final objective involves an explanatory history, where causes 

of various events are explored. Here, the previous three levels of inquiry were synthesised, 

relations between them identified, and connections analysed. Like chronicles (a descriptive 

narrative tracing a sequence of events in the life of a community, institution, geographical region, 

nation, or the like over a period of years), explanatory histories usually consist of selected 

episodes and eras presented in chronological sequence. Unlike the authors of pure chronicles, 

however, the explanatory historians’ choice of what to offer in their narrative is guided by a 

theory of cause, which is supported by primary- and secondary-source literature. Both events and 

people can be considered influential in society and physical conditions (Thomas, 2003), and in 

critical environmental histories influence is extended to nature as well.  

Through the analysis of both primary and secondary source materials, pivotal moments 

of environmental change were revealed. Also brought to light were the ways forest-based 

communities in eastern Ontario organise themselves around forest sector work, as well as how 

forest-industry dynamics shape the social relations that grow out of this work. Additionally, the 

unique ways women and men experience, as well as effect (and are affected by) long-term 

environmental change were unearthed. In order to achieve this objective, manifest and latent 

content analysis was conducted. Manifest content analysis was utilised to assess the proportion 

and frequency of similar events and reactions. Latent content analysis was employed in an effort 

to process the textual, visual and audio material to form definitions, identify key examples and 
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ensure appropriate coding criteria (Berg, 1998). The purpose of latent content analysis is to place 

what various actors have said in the context of their surroundings (Berg, 1998). This approach 

considers data as representations of texts, images and expressions that are created to be seen, 

read, interpreted and acted on for their meanings; therefore, data is analysed with such uses in 

mind (Thomas, 2003). The key elements of rigor are based on triangulation, confidentiality and 

anonymity, as well as trustworthiness (e.g. accuracy of data collected) (Meloy, 2002).  

Analysis first entailed a systematic reading of the data (e.g. archival material, forest 

management documents, interview transcripts, local history literature, observations, etc.) for an 

exhaustive set of broad-level and sub-categories. The content was then coded according to the 

broad categories of ‘gender’ and ‘nature’, with all material organised, triangulated, and analysed 

according to the sub-themes of identities, roles and relations in terms of forests, forest policy, 

forest industry and forest-based community dynamics. Through a historical analysis of both 

material and discursive circumstances, this work moves beyond merely demonstrating difference 

to explaining how and why men and women have developed specific constructs, experiences and 

relationships with the natural world. Rich data was gathered by living in the region, talking to a 

diverse group of people, taking a historical approach and engaging with historical and present-

day texts. Analysis of the data adds to understandings of key moments of forest change, forest 

policy and forest industry dynamics and the affects these have had on women’s and men’s 

identities, roles and relations in the forest-based communities of rural, eastern Ontario. I now 

turn to a discussion of the findings generated from this data collection and analysis process.     
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CHAPTER 4: AGE OF EXPLOITATION, 1849-1906  

 

In this period of exploitation, my research finds eastern Ontario’s gendered forested 

landscape defined by both utilitarian constructions of the forests – identified in forest policy and 

industry discourses, as well as the rise of conservationism in Canada – and the ‘nature’ of trees. 

The material attributes of old-growth, eastern white pines are important to landscape 

constructions, as they establish commercial forestry as a viable prospect in the region, while also 

setting limits on production. Together, these discursive and material transformations of the 

landscape shape men’s and women’s roles, responsibilities, and identities, and thus opportunities, 

as well as constraints. 

4.1 Constructions of the Forest  

Ontario’s Forest Policy 

Prior to the 19th century, the harvesting of Eastern Ontario’s forests was primarily the 

domain of Indigenous peoples, then French and British colonisers. In the 17th century, the 

French harvested oak extensively in the region, largely for naval purposes. Then in the 18th 

century, under British rule, large pines were set aside for the royal navy. With powers shifting to 

the colonies in the 19th century, Ontario (then Upper Canada) found it was receiving little in the 

way of direct revenue from this system of resource management, so in 1826, the Council of 

Upper Canada established the Province (the Crown) as owner of the forests and industry as 

primary user (Isherwood & Vergheggen, 1997). After legitimatising the Crown and industry as 

key stakeholders, the Province sought to regulate forest use by introducing the first statutory 

Forest Management Act in 1849. With this act, a legal system of Provincial revenue generation was 

ensconced, which was achieved through the distribution of licenses to harvest Crown lands 

(Isherwood & Vergheggen, 1997). Through the colonisation of the forested landscape and the 

legislation that followed, trees become a resource – a commodity owned by the Province, 
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harvested by wealthy forest companies, and defined according to its utility in terms of 

production and wealth generation. 

Government surveyor reports from the mid-19th century illustrate these definitions, 

where Eastern Ontario’s forests were described in terms of their economic utility - a place 

littered with gigantic trees ‘most yielding more than seven, thirteen foot logs’ [emphasis my own] 

(Journal of Legislative Assembly, 1858, p. 7). Additional examples of these utilitarian constructions 

are found in resource management documents, where the forests are defined as an ‘infinite 

supply of raw material’, a place ‘improved by tree removal,’ as well as a garbage dump where 

‘harvesting debris belongs’ (Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources [OMNR], n.d., Park/Plan 

Management: 1850-1965, pp. 4-5). Such definitions are also found in industry practices, such as the 

squaring of timber for market - where trees, being cylindrical, were cut square, leaving more than 

a third of the tree hewn away and discarded on the forest floor (see Figure 4) (Chapman, 1921, p. 

33). Indeed, the foremost function of trees was to produce ‘sticks’, while the ‘rest left to rot’ 

(Lester, n.d., p. 7). Not only was this mode of forest production wasteful, but also dangerous, 

with harvesting debris fuel for devastating forest fires.    

 
Figure 4. ‘Squaring Timber’, Eastern Ontario, (n.d.). Photo: Bon Echo Provincial Park Archives, A-
9.00. Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources. 
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In this way, utilitarian discourses, and their resulting forest uses, construct the forests as a 

resource to be exploited – a productive space where few other values beyond economic gain are 

considered. These early representations of eastern Ontario’s forested landscape, and their 

physical manifestations, leave little room for any other actors, alternate forms of forest 

preservation, let alone an innate nature.  

Eastern Ontario’s Forest Industry      

While the Province defined forest use, demands for forest products were satisfied by 

large-scale forestry firms, owned by recently emigrated, wealthy, European lumber and timber 

barons. The power of patriarchs in the region, such as J.R. Booth, John Egan, Peter McLaren, 

Boyd Caldwell, and Allan Gilmour, is reflected keenly in the words of A.J. Russell collector of 

Crown dues in the Ottawa Valley. Russell advised the government to ‘avoid any policies that 

might harm the timber industry,’ highlighting that the Valley and its surrounding communities 

were ‘the principal site of trade,’ and that their ‘well-being is important to all of Canada’ (1867, p. 

52). Although forestry prospered in many parts of Canada, eastern Ontario was considered a 

primary site of production for most of the nineteenth century.  

In terms of comparative timber output, early figures are difficult to find, but statistics 

kept by provincial governments show that in the mid-19th century, eastern Ontario was alone 

producing more than the rest of Upper Canada, and the combined areas of Lower and eastern 

Canada (Report of the Commissioner of Crown lands, 1856, 1857, 1858). Indeed, the Ottawa 

Valley and its surrounding communities (including those focused on in this study) were 

producing more than 90% of the white and red pine timber harvested in Canada. By the 1870s, 

lumber (largely from pine) accounted for approximately 35% of total provincial exports; and 

until the 20th century, Crown dues from forestry were the single largest source of income for the 

Province (Isherwood & Vergheggen, 1997, p. 32). 



72 

 

In terms of a local labour market, forestry firms provided much needed work for newly-

settled families (OMNR, 1971, Ontario History Research Note). Crown revenue generated from the 

forest sector was also reinvested in rural areas, and used, for instance, in the building of 

‘colonisation’ roads and schoolhouses. Roads were critical not only in the ‘opening up’ of the 

land, but also in the movement of families, laborers and supplies to and from homesteads as well 

as logging camps (OMNR, 1971, Ontario History Research Note, p. 270). The Addington Road (built 

in 1856 and still the main north-south highway running through the area), for instance, provided 

the means to trade goods and move large quantities of men, horses, oxen, food and other 

provisions required at logging camps and homesteads (OMNR, 1971, Ontario History Research 

Note, p. 266; Perry, 1974, p. 25). In providing access to previously inaccessible regions, 

colonisation roads allowed American Loyalists and newly-landed immigrants to push farther 

north into the area. Free land grants along colonisation roads motivated settlement of the region, 

provided settlers could meet the conditions, which involved building a home within 4 years of 

occupying the property, as well as maintaining the road(s) buttressing their homesteads. By the 

mid-19th century, almost 200 lots along the Addington Road were settled, and 300 more lots 

were being made available (Journal of Legislative Assembly, 1855, p. 5). Meanwhile, settlers’ children 

attended newly-established schoolhouses in the area, some being the first in their family to 

receive a formal education (Armstrong, 1976, p. 57; Flieler, 1976, p. 7). In such a way, rural, 

Anglo-Saxon communities in eastern Ontario benefited greatly from the wealth generated from 

this forest-sector boom. 

This lucrative mode of production, however, came at a cost. With little regard for forest 

conditions or worker safety, lumber and timber barons laid waste to the forests in search of the 

ancient white pines scattered throughout the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence highlands region. The 

denuding of Ontario’s forests was not simply a function of capitalist modes of wealth production 

- where companies locked into relations of competition found it ‘rational’ to harvest trees, even 

though ever-declining forest conditions were increasingly evident, suggesting limits to 
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production. Indeed, minimal forest policy regulations around production and conservation 

enabled lumber and timber barons to focus on getting logs to market as efficiently as possible, 

not on preserving the forest landscape. 

Eastern Ontario’s Forests  

The significance of forest policy discourses and industry dynamics – detailed above – 

hinge on the nature of forests themselves and their relational power as manifested on the 

landscape. In their transformative capacity, trees act as not only the means for production but 

also disrupt, divert and destroy through their own routine processes.  

Due to their material nature, Eastern Ontario’s ancient white pines were the economic 

driver of early forest management legislation. While hardwoods such as oak, elm and ash fetched 

some of the best prices on the market, early exports of these species were minimal in the area, 

largely because of the difficulty rafting them (Lee, 2006). White pine, on the other hand, offered 

easy handling and shaping. Old-growth trees tended to be warp-resistant and knot-free, and due 

to their buoyancy, trees were rafted with ease; thus, relative to all other trees harvested, white 

pines were important to North America’s insatiable appetite for timber and then lumber. As 

such, these trees featured prominently, driving the forest industry. Along the Mississippi River, 

for instance, in the year 1858, hardwoods made up less than 1% of all square timber produced in 

the region. While red pine was also considered desirable, the larger and more plentiful white pine 

was harvested most extensively (e.g. 30,484 white pines cut, 253 red pine, 316 oak, 2,955 elm, 

155 ash, 131 basswood, 1,207 tamarac and 87 birch) (Journal of Legislative Assembly, 1858). In such 

a way, the physical nature of old-growth white pine was key to production processes, but so too 

were the ways these trees physically conditioned what society could (and could not) practically 

do. 

In their routine yet disruptive capacity, trees further construct the forest landscape, 

relationally conditioning how the forests are utilised by industry. While the physical attributes of 
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white pine (e.g. size, shape, buoyancy, malleability, etc.), which initially satisfied the needs of 

North America’s industrialisation boom, and their large numbers made commercial forestry a 

viable prospect, it was the over 100 years that it takes for them to re-grow that eventually set 

limits on their production (Lee, 2006; Long & Whiteman, 2001; MacKay, 1998). In viewing 

nature as neither wholly autonomous nor wholly a product of social processes, forest decline and 

subsequent industry busts are also understood as co-constructed. 

Descriptions of the decline of Eastern Ontario’s large-scale forest industry were reported 

as early as 1892, where the Gilmour Company, starved of raftable logs, was forced to close their 

extensive harvesting, sawmilling and wood manufacturing operations (Long & Whiteman, 2001, 

p. 17). One of the last large-scale operators to close in the area was J.R. Booth, who sent his final 

raft, 150 cribs of white pine timber, down the Ottawa River in 1908 (MacKay, 1998, p. 54). 

While declines in rafting were being driven by both newly-erected, hydro-electric dams and rail, 

the impetus behind the decline of the region’s lumber and timber barons was an ever-dwindling 

ancient white pine population (Lee, 2006; Long & Whiteman, 2001, 167; MacKay, 1998, 56). In 

1911, the Canada Lumberman (p. 10) reported that eastern Ontario was suffering from a ‘dramatic 

decline in timber dimensions’, with pines that once averaged up to 100 cubic feet in volume 

down to less than 40 cubic feet by 1908. It was also reported that a ‘number of forest companies 

were closing or moving’ on as accessible stands of old-growth pine became more difficult to 

find. By the early 1900s, large-scale firms, who relied extensively on the harvesting of old-growth 

white pine, had little capacity to endure the species’ demise. In such a way, the physical nature of 

trees is understood as both enabling and constraining how they are used – white pines provided 

wealth, but also restricted production. Indeed, by the early 20th century, large-scale companies, 

which for almost a century had swaggered through the forests of eastern Ontario, were 

staggering to their demise (Denison, 1974, p. 7; French, 2009, p. 90; Lee, 2006, p. 88; Long & 

Whiteman, 2001). However, following in the wake of large-scale, forestry business closures (e.g. 

The Gilmour’s, Egan’s, McLaren’s and Caldwell’s) was the rise of small-scale forest businesses, 
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which took advantage of the opening in the market, buying up the rights to harvest local Crown 

forests. 

Conserving the Forests  

Utilitarian, conservationist approaches also find their way into forest management 

practices and policies and are thus important to forest landscape constructions. Similar to the 

utilitarian discourses that defined forest decline in this period, initial efforts to conserve local 

forests are also wrapped up in an ideology of productivity, found in the establishment of local 

preservations and early forest fire protection measures (discussed below).  

Utilitarian approaches to conservation, applied locally, echoed Conservationist discourses 

occurring on the national stage in the late-19th and early-20th centuries. In such a way, the rise of 

Conservationism in North America is important to the socionature dynamics that construct 

Eastern Ontario’s forested landscape. Those who supported conservationism in the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth century did so for diverse social, political and intellectual reasons 

(Gillis, 1974). U.S. President Roosevelt’s Chief Forester, Gifford Pinchot (1905-1910) best 

exemplifies those who came to conservation with a primary concern that resources were being 

exploited wastefully. As such, his support for conservation focused on priorities of ‘efficiency’ 

and the ‘planned use’ of forest resources [emphasis my own] (cited in MacEachern, 2003, p. 1). 

Meanwhile, those who came to conservation from an enjoyment of nature perspective, tended to 

consider parks as the best representation of their goals. John Muir, for instance, a naturalist, 

scientist, and founder of the Sierra Club (1892), was a critical voice in the establishment of 

national parks in the United States, advocating for the preservation of pristine tracts of 

wilderness. 

The influence of the United States’ conservation movement on Canada can be found, for 

instance, in the appointment of prominent American forester Bernard Fernow as the University 

of Toronto’s first Dean of Forestry. Gifford Pinchot was also invited to speak regularly at 
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Canadian Forestry Conventions (Gillis, 1974, 2006). Pinchot was well-known in the press as a 

booster for scientific, business-like forestry and had succeeded in giving conservation the 

‘planned’ and ‘efficient-use’, utilitarian meaning that eventually came to characterise the term 

(MacEachern, 2003).  

In Canada, and North America more broadly, it was this utilitarian approach to 

conservation that became more dominant, at least in the short term (Hodgins, Bernidickson, & 

Gillis, 1982). One reason for this domination was that powerful voices backed forest reserves 

across Canada, for example, the Canadian Forestry Association (CFA), established in 1900 - an 

amalgamation of influential businessmen and scientists, who convinced governments that their 

vision of resource use was most profitable (Hodgins, et al., 1982).  

    This form of utilitarian conservationism is reflective of the early efforts of Ontario’s 

Liberal government to satisfy growing demands for forest preservation. Prior to establishing 

parks and reserves, the Province focused on protecting Crown forests from fire and passed the 

Act to Preserve Forests from Destruction by Fire in 1878 (Isherwood & Verheggen, 1997). Fire 

prevention measures introduced at this time, such as forest rangers and monitoring towers, were 

described as a ‘symbol of a more efficient method of detecting forest fires’ (OMNR, n.d., 

Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, p. 7). These ‘symbols of efficiency’ began to appear across the 

province following the introduction of this Act, with the first rangers in the Tweed District in 

1885, followed by the area’s first monitoring towers, recorded in 1911 (i.e. Lennox & Addington, 

Hastings, Frontenac and Lanark) (OMNR, n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, p. 7). The 

economic motivation behind these efforts is found in the knowledge that only forested areas 

under license (i.e. being actively harvested) were initially monitored, demonstrating the priority of 

protecting forest-industry supply. It was not until many years later, with Parliament’s permanent 

establishment of the Commission of Conservation in 1909, that more aggressive forest 

conservation and thus fire suppression measures were introduced across all parts of Canada 
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(MacKay, 1998, p. 271; Pyne, 2007, p. 173), suggesting that profits were initially more important 

than forest preservation.  

 Following the Act to Preserve Forests from Destruction by Fire, the Liberals (the same party 

who had managed resource exploitation) established Algonquin Park in 1893, reflecting the 

province’s first forested space where logging, recreation and forest protection were (and still are) 

managed collectively (OMNR, 2009, Le Parc Provincial Algonquin). This was soon followed by 

forest reserves such as Sandbanks Provincial Park (1899) in southeastern Ontario. Forest 

management documents describe the over 32,000 hectares set aside locally as ‘…land that’s been 

withdrawn from settlement, and protected from cutting in order that young pine could grow and 

become a valuable asset for use in succeeding generations’ [emphasis my own] (OMNR, n.d., 

Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, p. 6). These forest conservation discourses highlight, then, the 

continued utilitarian and anthropocentric definitions of these spaces, where pine (being the most 

valuable species) was planted and protected, and forests conserved for future (human) use. As 

revealed in the next chapter, these utilitarian constructions of forest preservation continue to 

shape the landscape, as well as forest access and use. First, however, this thesis turns to the ways 

gendered forest identities, roles and relations are shaped by co-constructions of forest policy, 

industry and forest landscape dynamics, as well as the forest itself. 

4.2 Constructions of Gendered Forests   

While forestry provided men with much needed employment, it was also a dangerous 

and violent enterprise. With constructions of masculinity (ideas about what it is to be a man, 

men’s connection to land, masculinised work and entrepreneurship, status, etc) wrapped up in 

forest production, men’s expectations, roles, and relations become tied to the reproduction of 

utilitarian discourses and material forest decline. These discursive and material transformations 

of the forest landscape also shape women’s lives. With the forest sector rooted in patriarchal 

systems of social organisation, women’s rightful place was constructed as the private sphere – 
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the home. The home is also found to be a customary institution influenced by primary industry 

relations, norms and practices that are negotiated among household members. The home is 

where young boys are raised to be forestry workers and/or business owners and girls bearers of 

future resource workers; women in their role as primary caregiver both contribute to and 

challenge this gender policing, which in turn influences who has power to shape resource 

management and production processes, and thus (re)produce the gendered forest landscape.  

Forestry and Forests: A Man’s Domain  

The forest industry, which was and still is a man’s domain, has provided centuries of 

work for men and boys. As a primary employment option in the area, men and young boys often 

worked at logging camps to earn much-needed income for their families (Hillis, 1967, p. 157; 

Lester, 1974, p. 17). Men’s dominance over this work also demonstrates how closely the image 

of masculinity is tied to the occupation of forestry. Forestry, for instance, is inherently difficult 

and dangerous work, and in the 19th century this was very much the case, with logging camps 

often cold, damp and dirty places (MacKay, 1998, p. 230). Giant trees were felled in the middle 

of winter with nothing but an axe or saw, and trees were skidded out on to frozen lakes in 

preparation for treacherous spring log drives (see Figure 5). These conditions resulted, in part, 

from a lack of workplace safety regulations, leaving forestry work perilous on a good day and 

deadly on a bad one (MacKay, 1998). Indeed, injuries were numerous, and an untold number of 

unmarked graves line the various rivers and tributaries that flow through the region (Lester, n.d., 

p. 7).  

Violent acts committed against both humans and nonhumans also resulted in the early forest 

worker constructed as a cut-throat brute. Before the Rivers and Streams Act was passed in 1884, 

deadly fights occurred between rival forest companies over the use of industry-constructed dams 

that were employed to drive logs to market. Timber and lumber barons spent significant 

amounts of money building dams, slides and booms (strings of partially squared timber chained 



79 

 

together to keep logs in the main channel) in order to get their winter’s cut past the gorges, falls, 

and rapids – the main impediments of spring drives. To recover their costs, forest companies 

would often charge others for use of these passes, but quarrels were known to occur over the 

amount of tolls, as well as which drive gangs were given priority to use the works (Lee, 2006, p. 

110; Lester, 1974, p. 69; Long & Whiteman, 2001).  

 

 
Figure 5. ‘Felling A Giant Pine’, Eastern Ontario (n.d.). Photo: Bon Echo Provincial Park Archives, A-9.00. 
Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources. 

 

In 1875, for instance, two leading lumbermen - Boyd Caldwell and Peter McLaren, both 

of whom had sawmills at Carleton Place - were operating on the Mississippi River, which runs 

through the area. In the spring of that year, Caldwell was bringing a drive of 18,000 sawlogs 

down the river when he was blocked by a dam McLaren had built at High Falls (Journals of 

Legislative Assembly Report, 1854-1867). McLaren had installed a bypass around the dam to allow 

passage of his own logs, but it was on his private property and he refused to let Caldwell use it 

(Lester, 1974, p. 69-70). Caldwell responded by having his men sneak into the area, break the 

dam and move his logs downriver. Provincial law had long guaranteed the free passage of timber 
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and sawlogs down Ontario’s rivers, but McLaren claimed that this right did not apply to 

waterways that had been ‘improved’ by privately financed facilities. The case was brought to 

court and proceeded through several levels of appeal, until the British Privy Council ruled in 

Caldwell’s favor. In the meantime, the Ontario legislature passed the Rivers and Streams Act, which 

affirmed that the owner of improvements on any river could not refuse access to others as long 

as they paid reasonable tolls (Benidickson, 2011, p. 72-73).  

While this Act improved forest industry relations, as well as the movement of harvested 

trees down the area’s rivers, it did little to ‘improve’ deteriorating ecological conditions found in 

local water bodies and forests. Dams and slides had devastating effects on waterways as well as 

aquatic species. In Belleville, for instance, McLaren’s son disregarded government scientists’ 

warnings that a dam would negatively impact fish migration. While the impacts considered were 

largely in terms of fisheries, deteriorating river conditions were also acknowledged (Lee, 2006, 

pp. 232-233). The McLarens, along with other forest companies, also dismissed government 

warnings around the dumping of sawmill refuse in lakes and rivers, and continued to pollute 

water conditions throughout the province. Rivers and lakes were clogged not only with sawmill 

refuse, but also discarded logs, harvesting debris, and excess soil no longer able to keep its 

precarious hold on denuded, rocky hills (Long & Whiteman, 2001, p. 108).  

Additionally, before legislation was introduced that authorised the enforcement of 

harvesting on Crown forests, fights also flared up over timber-limit disputes, with one shanty 

gang called on to fight another (Lee, 2006, p. 190; MacKay, 1998, p. 262). Disputes over illegal 

cutting also occurred between community members and local forestry firms. Such conditions are 

cited in a government report by Ebenezer Perry (March 12, 1862 as cited in Perry, 1974, p. 39) in 

which he stated: ‘…lumber companies are cutting the settlers timber…meetings of the settlers 

took place to protect themselves and their timber.’ If challenged, shantymen were said to 

intimidate landowners, as well as rival companies, with brute force (Lee, 2006, p. 190). Indeed, 

the issue of men taking the law into their own hands, informally referred to by locals then and 
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now as ‘hillbilly justice’, was considered a reasonable form of conflict resolution (Brown, 1974, p. 

100). Local forestry companies were also known for starting devastating fires which spread to 

villages, causing community members to fear for their lives, livelihood and homes (MacKay, 

1998, p. 269). In 1903, for instance, the entire village of Vennacher, save for the church, was 

burnt to the ground after what was described as a ‘suspicious’ fire tore through the area (Ball, 

1974, p. 49). 

Accounts of fights were also reported in a number of communities that line the rivers 

feeding the St. Lawrence (Brown, 1974, p. 122; Lee, 2006, p. 188; Lesserd, 1971, p. 35). Towns 

and villages along the Moira and Mississippi Rivers, for instance, were host to a number of bars 

and saloons, with the region boasting one of the highest per capita number of liquor licenses 

(Cotton, 2008, p. 4). On numerous occasions, it was reported that loggers and log drivers 

patronising these bars, on their infrequent trips into town, would end up end up spending large 

portions of their pay satisfying their need for drink, then proceed to fight each other as well as 

townspeople (Cotton, 2008; MacKay, 1998). Rarely discussed, however, are the repercussions of 

this scenario and how problematic it could be if a shantyman or log driver returned home to a 

wife and family dependent on those wages to buy crops and labour for the farm. If irresponsible, 

a winter’s wages could quickly be eaten up with drunken revelry (MacKay, 1998, p. 263). In 1871, 

for instance, a gallon of whiskey cost $3.50 and most lumbermen were earning only 

$8.00/month (Lesserd, 1971, p. 41;). Not all forestry workers, however, behaved in this way. 

Some logging camps even banned liquor, and instead a minister would often be found tending to 

the logger’s soul (Fraser, 1883, p. 330). Indeed, conflicts between masculinities of faith and 

violence were strong in the forest-dependent communities of Upper Canada (Moodie, 

1853/2007; Parr Traill, 1836/1929). As one account states: ‘…along with church going, 

recreational violence was the most popular form of entertainment’ (Finnigan, 1981, p. 8).  

Definitions of the forestry worker shifted with the introduction of rail (e.g. the Kingston 

& Pembroke line, established in 1882) and other technological advances. With railroads, the need 
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for log drives waned; and once considered the most fearless of all forestry workers, the log driver 

was eventually eliminated (Caldwell, 1936). Men were also no longer found wielding giant axes 

and living in logging camps throughout the winter harvesting season (MacKay, 1998, p. 237). 

Thus, men who once prided themselves on their fearlessness, strength, stamina and agility were 

required to broaden their definitions of masculinity to include highly efficient hewers, 

mechanised-mill operators and eventually small-business owners (MacKay, 1998, p. 157). 

Beyond their dominance over forestry work, the key to men’s superior position in 

forestry is patrilineal systems of property and business inheritance. Indeed, whether large- or 

small-scale, forestry companies in eastern Ontario are almost always passed down through the 

male line (Long & Whiteman, 2001, p. 17; MacKay, 1998, p. 147). The Gilmour Company (one 

of the largest operators in eastern Ontario), for instance, was dependent on three generations of 

Gilmour men before the company closed down in 1892. Boyd Caldwell, of A. Caldwell & Son, 

Peter McLaren and J.R. Booth are also examples of forestry businesses and extensive timber 

limits being either managed by, or passed down, to their sons, and, as discussed in the following 

chapter, this system of patrilineal inheritance would be maintained by small-scale forestry 

businesses. Indeed, in all these firms, business ownership and the rights to land have been passed 

down from one male relative to the next, some going back five, even six generations. Thus, this 

history of patrilineal property ownership has ensured forests, forestry work and businesses are 

controlled by men. 

Women ‘Naturally’ in the Home 

Discursive and material forest conditions also shape women’s everyday interactions with 

their environments. In the 19th and early 20th centuries women were, for the most part, not 

directly involved in forestry, yet their lives were still shaped by forest policy, the forest industry 

and the forests themselves. Gendered role divisions, for instance, that situated women’s place in 

the home are reinforced through patriarchal systems of social organisation, such as men’s and 
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young boys’ dominance over paid work opportunities in locally-based forestry firms and 

communities. Unlike their male-counterparts, young girls and women were not always able to 

find ready employment and, thus, were largely confined to unpaid work in the home. Here, 

women - young and old - were responsible for childcare, preparing meals, jarring and canning, 

tending to gardens, picking weeds in the field, feeding farm animals, bringing in cut wood for the 

stoves, picking berries, and sometimes gathering honey (a job often considered men’s work, but 

with men away, women were left this responsibility as well) (Crossley, 1989; Flieler, 1976, p. 7; 

Levere, 1974, p. 96; Weese, 1954).  

In addition to structural barriers that resulted in few income-generating opportunities at 

the time, women also suffered from a lack of access to education. For instance, Eleanor Flieler 

writes: ‘Mother had to remember the recipe for bread…she couldn’t read or write’ and ‘Dad, 

who had a fair education for his day was forever saying mother couldn’t touch his papers 

because she couldn’t read or write’ (Flieler, 1976, p. 12). With minimal work options and limited 

education, those who sought work were often forced to leave their communities for domestic 

service opportunities in larger towns and cities, most often for very little pay (Crossley, 1989, p. 

1; Macdonald, 1916, p. 22-23). Some women readily took on the mantle of primary domestic and 

childcare provider, for others, however, gendered role divisions left them with a lack of 

independence and self-worth (Flieler, 1976; Macdonald, 1916). 

While few women worked outside the home at this time, some were employed as 

teachers, and a few even ran their own businesses, providing rare examples of early female 

entrepreneurship in rural areas. Female business owners, however, were (and still are) found in 

far fewer numbers than men and in less diverse roles, limited to establishments stereotypically 

associated with women, such as grocery stores, confectionaries, quick-lunch stops and small 

restaurants (Lesserd, 1971, p. 41; Wickware, 1974, p. 87). A few women, however, were also 

were highly respected midwives, responsible for all the births in their small villages and 

communities (Crossley, 1989, p. 4-6; Flieler, 1976, p. 18). Through their extensive knowledge of 
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local plants – much of which learned from exchanges with Indigenous peoples – women acted as 

healers, tending to sick or injured children and family members who could not care for 

themselves (Brown, 1974, p. 121; Macdonald, 1919; Moodie, 1853/2007; Parr Traill, 1836/1929; 

Unknown Author, 1974, p. 11). 

Many women also acted as heads of household while men were away for the winter 

harvesting season and spring log drives, as well as in cases where husbands were injured or even 

killed in harvesting/log-driving accidents (Brown, 1974, p. 122; Crossley, 1989; Lester, 1974, p. 

70; Levere, 1974, p. 96). While men were away, women had the full-time task of tending to the 

household as well as the entire functioning of the homestead. Duties included, for instance, not 

only raising children and completing indoor chores but also chopping wood, mending fences and 

tending to fields as well as animals. There were also seasonal undertakings such as maple syrup 

collection in the spring and beekeeping in the summer. While middle- and upper-class women 

could simply hire workers to help when their husbands were away (e.g. Moodie, 1853/2007; Parr 

Traill, 1836/1929), most local women could not afford this luxury and were responsible, with 

their children, for completing all the manual labour around the home – both inside and out 

(Lester, n.d., p. 3).  

Moreover, while forestry work drove their husbands, fathers, brothers and sons away, it 

also provided families with much needed income to purchase household goods and supplies. 

Indeed, many rural families’ lives were greatly improved through the harvesting of Ontario’s 

forests. These environmental transformations resulted in many settler children, for instance, 

being the first in their families to receive a formal education, attending newly-established public 

schoolhouses erected in villages across the region (the first schoolhouse built in 1868 was on the 

Addington Road near what is now Skootamatta Lake as cited in Meeks, 1974, p. 14). Meanwhile, 

women in their role as primary caregiver were the ones who ensured their children and 

grandchildren took advantage of this essential opportunity, an opportunity they themselves were 

not afforded as children (Flieler, 1976, p. 12).  
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Women’s relationships with the forests were also shaped by their role in the home, as 

well as definitions of them as ‘caretakers’, cooks and healers. Women, for instance, most often 

wrote about gathering berries and helping to produce maple syrup. They described the pleasures 

of picnics and canoe trips with their siblings, and accounts depicted women tending garden plots 

as well as foraging for various herbs and other plant life (Brown, 1974, p. 121; Crossley, 1989, p. 

4-6). Women’s accounts of the natural world often date back to knowledge acquired from their 

mothers and grandmothers, as well as local Indigenous women, demonstrating a history of 

matrilineal, forest-knowledge inheritance. Eleanor Flieler, who learned about plants from her 

mother wrote: ‘I was and still am interested in herbs and flowers from which many medications 

were made...balsam syrup and catnip for colds, moonflower for dysentery, gold thread for sore 

mouth, a good healing salve made from Balm of Gilead with buds taken in spring before the 

leaves formed, root of lady slipper for nervous disorders and horseradish leaves for arthritis’ 

(Flieler, 1976, p. 17-18).  

Women’s relationship with the forests should not, however, be defined as purely 

benevolent; there are examples of resistance to these ‘soft’, non-violent relationships. While, for 

the most part, histories written about women’s lives (documented by both women and men) did 

not discuss women hunting or slaughtering animals on farms, there were examples that 

suggested the opposite. In Fleiler’s autobiography, for instance, she discussed a scenario in which 

she wanted to watch her father and brothers slaughter pigs, but that her mother refused, stating 

that killing animals was the ‘work of men’ (Fleiler, 1976, p. 24). Evidence of this gender policing 

was also reinforced in present-day interviews with forestry workers, who most often stated that 

their daughters did not hunt. When pressed, one articulated that his daughter actually wanted to 

hunt, but that his wife would not allow it, saying she did not think it was an ‘appropriate activity 

for a girl’ (Male Respondent, 8). While these gendered relations were mediated by women, a 

multigenerational history of actively excluding young girls and women from these activities 

reinforced these dynamics. Indeed, in the local history literature, archival material, and in almost 
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every interview, rural men identified as hunters (at some point in their life), often partaking in 

this activity with their sons, and being taught how to do so by their fathers or a male relative. In 

this way, a history of gendered exclusionary processes and practices contributed to the discourses 

that established hunting and killing nonhumans as the role of boys and men.   

In summation, the age of exploitation is defined by utilitarian discourses that constructed 

the forests a ‘resource’ – a commodity reflective of the social, cultural and economic priorities of 

the province and the forest industry. These priorities shaped the landscape according to a 

capitalist ideology of productivity, thus establishing the forests as a space where few other values 

beyond economic gain are considered. Utilitarian conservationist approaches also found their 

way into forest management practices and policies and are thus important to forest landscape 

constructions. Indeed, early efforts to conserve local forests were wrapped up in an ideology of 

anthropocentric use, found in forest fire protection and preservation measures. The 

transformative capacities of trees were also important to these landscape constructions, setting 

limits on wealth production and the viability of the forest sector. 

Collectively, co-constructions of forest policy, industry and the forests themselves shape 

gendered identities, roles and relations in rural, eastern Ontario. While the forest sector provided 

settler men with work and their families with what was often a source of much needed income, 

men’s dominance over forest management, production, as well as business ownership and 

inheritance, resulted in a masculinised forest landscape. With men’s occupational identity 

intricately tied up with forests, constructions of masculinity shift with transformations of the 

landscape. Defined as a commodified utility and thus exploitable resource, forests become a 

dangerous and even violent place, and masculinised, capitalist forest relations ensued. With 

timber and lumber barons vying for the most valuable old-growth forests, and to be the first to 

get their logs to market, forestry workers were driven to fight both nature and each other in an 

ongoing battle against an ever-dwindling resource. Shifts in forest policy and practices that quell 
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disputes in the forest, however, also transform definitions of the forestry worker – from violent 

brute to savvy woodsmen.     

Women’s lives, seemingly separate from the forest industry and bound by the private 

sphere, were also affected by discursive and material transformations of the forest landscape. 

The forest sector, rooted in patriarchal systems of social organisation that value men’s labour, 

power and property, situated women’s rightful place in the home. The home is where young 

boys were reared to be forestry workers and business owners and young girls to be bearers of 

future resource workers. Women in their role as primary caregiver both contributed to and 

challenged this gender policing. As heads of households while their men were away (or 

injured/killed) at logging camps, women effectively lead their families, taking on, with their 

children, the responsibilities of the entire household and farm. With the collapse of ancient white 

pines, however, and the rise of preservationist ideologies in resource management discourses, 

shifts in men’s and women’s roles, responsibilities and identities would again ensue.  
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CHAPTER 5: AGE OF SUSTAINED YIELD, 1906-1947 

 

My research finds the age of sustained yield characterised by transformations in the 

gendered forest landscape, as government and industry discourses shift from defining forests as 

exploitable to a place that needs to be sustained long-term. Attempts to ‘sustain yields’ are 

located in forest policy and industry dynamics that construct the forests as an agricultural unit, 

treating trees like any other quantifiable crop. These shifts in forest policy also allow for ‘other’ 

constructions of the forests, as small-scale forestry businesses, conservationists, tourists and trees 

actively contribute to forest landscape transformations. While together these discursive and 

material shifts in forest policy and industry dynamics benefit rural men and women, providing 

opportunities and contributing to positive community relations, they also continue to actively 

reinforce prescribed gendered norms and expectations.  

5.1 Constructions of the Forest 

Ontario’s Forest Policy 

Attempts to sustain Crown forests date back to the conservation, land acquisition and 

replanting efforts initiated in the late 19th century. This new era of quantification, however, 

resulted in dramatic changes to the forest landscape. Examples of shifts in forest policy 

discourses driving this new form of resource management were found, for instance, in a speech 

given by then Prime Minister of Canada, Sir Wilfrid Laurier, who in 1906 expressed his desire to 

not only preserve forests for future use but that this objective should be achieved by treating 

forests like an agricultural unit, stating ‘trees are a crop like any other growth’ and thus should be 

managed accordingly (cited in Isherwood & Verheggen, 1997, p. 32). In this way, forests are 

redefined – from a resource in infinite supply, it becomes a ‘crop’ requiring management on a 

sustained-yield basis (see Figure 6). 

The term ‘sustained yield’ was not officially introduced into forest policy until 1941 when 
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Figure 6. The materiality of forests-as-crops discourses. ‘Red Pine Plantation’ (Pinus resinosa), Norfolk 
County, 1913. RG 1-448-1, 221. Archives of Ontario. 

 

Liberal deputy minister of the Department of Lands and Forests, Frank MacDougall, initiated a 

‘planned conservation programme’ based on the principle of maintaining harvest within the rate 

of growth. It was, however, an already well-established approach - one that increasingly relied on 

science and technology to meet its production objectives (Lawson et al., 2001, p. 291). This 

approach to sustaining forests was further entrenched by the Conservative government who, 

following the Second World War, called for a Royal Commission on the state of forestry. The 

Commission concluded that scientific management and professional control of the forests was 

necessary to successfully harvest on a sustained yield basis (Lawson et al., 2001). Together, these 

shifting forest discourses came to drastically alter the landscape, with initiatives such as: intensive 

‘pest’ (denoting species value) management; advancements in fire management; the 

incorporation of ‘game’ (denoting their status as a resource) within the purview of forest 

management; a province-wide forest inventory allowing the forests to be quantified for use; and 

the rise of monocultural replanting and forest stabilisation efforts.   

By mid-century, various pesticides/insecticides/herbicides were being applied 

throughout Ontario’s forests, with aerial sprays documented in eastern Ontario in the 1940s 

(Figure 7). Through intensive chemical application measures the area lost to infestation declined 

from 8,400 cubic metres in 1961 to only 1,900 by 1997 (Statistics Canada, ‘Timber Assets by 
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Volume for Ontario: 1961-1997’). While pesticides are now understood as harmful, cancer-

causing agents (Health Canada, 2007, ‘Pesticides and health’), applications continue to occur 

throughout Ontario’s Crown forests. The stated intention, to ‘minimise insect infestation’ and to 

‘help newly planted conifer seedlings grow and survive by restricting plant competition from 

faster-growing hardwood species’ (OMNR, 2012, Pesticides), demonstrates the Province’s 

ongoing efforts to construct the forest landscape via chemical control. 

 

 
Figure 7. ‘Plane used for spraying insecticides, Algonquin Provincial Park’, c. 1940. 
Gordon W. Powley. C 5-1-0-121 26. Archives of Ontario.   

 

Also by the 1940s, advancements in fire-fighting science and technology were proving 

increasingly effective. In the Tweed district, for instance, the area burned was reduced from 

7,624 hectares in 1921 to only 323 hectares in 1941 (OMNR, n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-

1965, pp. 10, 27). While these approaches to forest management were initially revered, the 

science behind these fire suppression measures have since been questioned by ecologists who 
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argue that fire is important to healthy ecosystem functioning (Lawson et al., 2001, p. 299; Pyne, 

2007). Fire provides the conditions necessary for the growth of jack pine, for instance, whose 

cones open only with the heat produced by burning. Many species found in the Great Lakes-St. 

Lawrence region, such as red pine, trembling aspen, white birch, as well as white and black 

spruce, are also highly adapted to natural fire disturbance regimes (Lawson, et al., 2001). White 

pine is another species highly adapted to fire disturbance. Its bark is fire resistant, and often large 

mature trees survive fires. Furthermore, cones open and release their seeds that germinate in 

seedbeds prepared by fire. As such, fire policies of the sustained-yield paradigm, as well as the 

science used to support it, have been critiqued for ignoring forest health and suppressing fire for 

economic priorities rather than ecologically-motivated principles.  

In terms of game legislation, most provinces had some form of policy in place by the 

time of Confederation in 1867 (MacEachern, 2003), and in Ontario, active management had 

been occurring since the late 19th century (OMNR, 2009, Annual report of game and fisheries, 1907-

1910). Shifts towards a more universal, quantifiable approach, however, resulted in the 

intensification of efforts, as the Department of Game and Fisheries amalgamated with the 

Department of Lands and Forests in 1946. With this merger, fish and wildlife specialists were 

hired and appointed to oversee each local district. Local wildlife records tracked and monitored 

fish populations, the number of animals introduced and hunted, as well as bounties claimed in 

each county (OMNR, n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, p. 40). Local animal bounties in 

1946, for instance, included 30 timber wolves, 90 brush wolves, 94 bears and 11 cubs. In the 

same year, Prince Edward County distributed hundreds of pheasants in the region. In the 

Glenora Lake and White Lake district, millions of fish fry, fingerlings and yearlings were 

introduced (e.g. 133,025 Brown Trout fingerlings, 169,795 Lake Trout fingerlings, 15,160,000 

Pickerel fry, 15,000 Small Mouth Bass fry, 84,210 Atlantic Salmon fingerlings, 168,000 Speckled 

Trout yearlings). Locally, 1,550,000 fish fry were introduced in Lennox County, and Frontenac 

received 8,600,000 fry. Importantly, however, this shift towards quantifiable, sustained resource 
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yields also reinforced constructions of nature as a utility primarily for human use, with male 

‘harvesters’ in particular, the primary motivation behind this and ongoing sustainability 

approaches (see Figure 8) (OMNR, 2014, ‘Hunting activity and hunter harvest reports’).      

 
Figure 8. ‘Through fish hatcheries and wise management, which every true 
sportsman [sic] will support, the Fish and Wildlife Division is concentrating on 
maintaining a high level of supply to meet the increasing demand of anglers. A 
check is made constantly on wildlife populations and hunters are supplied with 
cards to report their kills.’ Tweed News, 1958, p.3. Photo: Cloyne and District 
Historical Society Archives.  

 

Before aerial inventories commenced in the 1930s, the Pulpwood Conservation Act of 1929 

was introduced, legislating forest companies to supply the government with complete 

information about their holdings (e.g. timber cut, trees planted, earnings, rents paid, units 

licensed) (OMNR, n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, pp. 35-36). It was argued such in-

depth details were necessary to plan future management on a sustained yield basis. In order to 

meet these additional forest management requirements, forestry businesses were forced to 

professionalise. Indeed, the quantification measures introduced in this period of sustained yield 
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laid the groundwork for a new level of training and qualifications within the industry, one still 

applied in ‘modern’ forestry schools (e.g. the forest technician program at Algonquin College).  

Explaining these broader shifts in forest policy, practises and procedures were parallel 

trends in science and knowledge production. In the field of resource management, for instance, 

studies of the natural world swiftly altered during the war years as a new generation of scientists 

who had worked in military and intelligence services brought with them expertise that ranged 

from cartography and land-use inventory to resource classification and regional taxonomy 

(Castree, 2005, p. 62). Rather than describing human-environment conditions, explanations were 

derived from the testing of universal approaches, as well as disembodied, ‘value-free’ observation 

and measurement. Thus, this era of quantification ushered in an altogether more specialised, 

more rigorous, less descriptive approach to studies of both humans and the natural world than 

almost anything found in pre-1939 resource management.  

Even stabilisation efforts - an essential component of this new phase of sustained-yield 

management – reflect utilitarian and positivist tendencies to quantify the forests, establishing the 

landscape and its preservation, in terms of industry use. While provincial level replanting efforts 

were initiated between 1890 and 1920, the need for more land and renewed supplies of timber 

was satisfied with the implementation of the Forest Act of 1929 (Isherwood & Verheggen, 1997). 

This legislation gave the government power to expropriate abandoned farmland across the 

province, setting aside and replanting this land for future forest industry use (Isherwood & 

Verheggen, 1997, p. 33). Local reforestation efforts began in 1923 in what is now the region of 

Sandbanks Provincial Park, where 67,600 hardwoods as well as 1,449,600 softwoods were 

planted and fencing was erected to control growth and protect saplings from wind and animal 

predation (OMNR, n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, p. 12). Here it is found, however, that 

over 1 million more softwood trees – specifically, red and white pine – were planted than 

hardwood (see Figure 9). While greater amounts of pine had been cut in the past, and both red 

and white pine were naturally dominant coniferous trees, these reductionist approaches applied 
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to reforestation hampered the forests’ natural self-reproducing system through artificial/arbitrary 

replantation. Through this process, diversity was reduced and the idea that the forests were 

primarily a space for extraction was reinforced. 

 
Figure 9. ‘Replanting Pine’, Sandbanks, Prince Edward County, c. 1940. RG 1-448-1, 140. 
Archives of Ontario. 

 

Unfortunately, harvesting the forests, not planting them, was the forte of both 

government and industry at this time, leaving reforestation goals largely unsatisfied (Isherwood 

& Verheggen, 1997, p. 32). An industry report from 1937, for instance, details these conditions 

in its review of Eastern Ontario’s post-19th century forest landscape (Sawyer & Johnston, 1937, 

Timber of the Gill and Fortune Limits in Addington & Hastings Counties). C.J. Sawyer, of Sawyer-Stoll 

Lumber - an American-owned lumbering and sawmill company - and his manager of operations, 

W.I Johnston wrote: ‘South of Weslemoon Lake is an old pine cutting, which later burned over 

and [contains] practically no timber of any value as far as we could see,’ and another pine burn 

was found to have ‘grown up to small poplar, white birch and a considerable stand of small, 

second-growth, limby white pine.’ They went on to say that in the township of Anglesea, ‘there is 
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practically no reproduction, and in our opinion, valueless except for a strip of hardwood…and 

any pine in that area is also small, limby pine, too small for logs.’ In Effingham they regretted to 

report mostly ‘Hemlock in the area…a considerable amount of it immature as far as logs are 

concerned’ and that the ‘maple is over-mature’ and the ash ‘all dead and has been dead for some 

time.’ They reported that the pine left was too small or, in the main, ‘defective’. Not only does 

this report provide insight into forest conditions following the first harvest and replanting 

attempts, it also sheds further light on how the forest industry (and by association, the 

consumer) viewed the landscape – what was worthless (birch, poplar as well as young, limby 

pine) versus what was valuable (old-growth trees, especially pine). 

While economic conditions in the 1930s challenged reforestation efforts, forest decline 

was not simply the result of Depression-era austerity measures and war, making replanting 

unattainable (Isherwood & Verheggen, 1997). Minimal/inaccurate silvicultural science, bad seed 

stocks and contradictory forest policy (i.e. the infinite supply model of the Crown Timber Act 

coupled with the finite wood supplies idea perpetuated by the Forests Act and Pulpwood 

Conservation Act) contributed to the challenges associated with reforestation efforts (OMNR, n.d., 

Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, pp. 19). In eastern Ontario, the number of trees replanted in 

1931, for instance, was only 30,000 trees, down significantly from the millions of trees planted in 

the previous decade, and the numbers remained low throughout the 1940s, with approximately 

40,000 trees planted each year (OMNR, n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, pp. 19-21, 45).  

Eastern Ontario’s Forest Industry  

With the previous era’s decline of large-scale forestry in the region, the Province’s 

sustained yield paradigm was attended to by smaller-scale operators. American and locally-owned 

companies took over Crown licenses, and dozens of sawmills remained to service them (Lee, 

2006; Ruba, n.d., p. 40). Initially, many of these businesses employed only a handful of 

employees. By the 20th century, however, operations grew and a number of firms were employing 
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between 50 and 100 workers. In the 1940s, the Sawyer-Stoll Company – an American venture, 

locally managed and operated - was the largest firm in the area, employing just over 300 men 

during winter cutting operations (Tweed News, c. 1940, ‘Life of modern lumbering camp’).  

The success of small-scale forestry companies was due in part because they did not 

require thousands of men to harvest immense timber limits that covered vast swaths of land 

(Lee, 2006; Long & Whiteman, 2001). The Sawyer-Stoll Company, for instance, had timber 

rights covering only 90 square kilometres in the area (Tweed News, c. 1940, ‘Life of modern 

lumbering camp’), a far cry from the over 500 square kilometres owned by timber barons who 

operated until the early 1900s (Lester, 1974, p. 67).  

With the decline of old-growth forests and the square timber industry that followed, 

small-scale forestry firms shifted their focus, satisfying local lumber mills, furniture stores and 

the growth in the less-discerning pulp-and-paper industries (French, 2009, p. 90). Through this 

shift in markets, small-scale companies were able to continue harvesting deteriorated but still 

economically-productive forests (OMNR, n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, p. 6). The 

second-growth forest, with its so-called ‘weed trees’ (e.g. poplar and birch), provided sawdust to 

fuel mills and fodder for Ontario’s growing pulp-and-paper mills. By 1938, Ontario accounted 

for 35.8% of Canadian newsprint production (Isherwood & Verheggen, 1997). While the 

majority of this production occurred in the northern parts of the province, Eastern Ontario’s 

forests were also a contributor. Meanwhile, small, ‘defective pines’ were not without economic 

value, as they could be made into cheaply produced, locally milled and distributed items, such as 

stove wood and wooden pallets for the manufacturing sector. Value-added products, such as 

locally produced furniture and planed wood for housing, were also possibilities (OMNR, n.d., 

Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, p. 8; Ruba, n.d., p. 40; Tweed News, c. 1940, ‘Life of modern 

lumbering camp’; Statistics Canada, 2014, ‘Lumber production by species, external trade and 

estimated consumption, 1908 to 1975’).  
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Additionally, rapid industrial growth following the Depression and both World Wars 

facilitated an upswing in markets and renewal in production, providing smaller forestry firms 

with the capital necessary to purchase technologically advanced harvesting equipment (OMNR, 

n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, p. 5-7, 31). By the 1940s chainsaws rather than saws were 

the established tool for felling an unprecedented number of trees, water tankers prepared ice 

roads used to transport a growing number of harvested trees, band-saws processed vast 

quantities of wood, and caterpillar tractors and trucks with mechanised loaders transported an 

ever-increasing number of trees from the forests (see Figure 10). Prior to the 20th century, gangs 

of forestry workers wielding axes and saws harvested roughly 100 logs per day (Male 

Respondent, 4). However, with advancements in technology, the Sawyer-Stoll Company fell over 

110,000 trees per year from their timber limits by the 1940s (Tweed News, c. 1940, ‘Highway of 

Ice!’).  

 

 
Figure 10. Tanker preparing ‘Highways of Ice!’, Sawyer-Stoll Lumber Company 
advertisement, Tweed News, c. 1940s. Photo: Cloyne and District Historical Society Archives. 
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In such a way, small-scale forestry companies continued the work of providing much 

needed employment, economic stimulus and off-shoot work in the region (e.g. mechanics, 

drivers, gas stations, road-side taverns, etc) (M-L FMP, 2011-2021, p. 57). Attempts to replant 

the forests had not, however, restored the landscape as expected; and with unruly trees resisting 

efforts, along with ever-declining forest conditions, public discontent and concerns around 

supply grew – an issue detailed in the following section. 

Eastern Ontario’s Forests (Trees & ‘Other’ Co-Constructions of the Landscape)  

The success (or failure) of the sustained-yield policy paradigm and its associated industry 

dynamics hinged on the cooperation of forests, which challenged efforts to regenerate the 

landscape as desired. The second-growth forest, ravaged by both fire and axe, failed to 

regenerate as expected. Instead, shade intolerant species such poplar and birch began to appear 

more predominately, shifting species composition (Denison, 1974, p. 78; Sawyer & Johnston, 

1937). The pine that did grow had to compete with a forest filled with other saplings, rather than 

the ancient trees whose branches started several metres off the ground. This resulted in pines 

that grew in a more warped and limby manner, rather than the tall, erect trees of the past. In 

such a way, this natural cycle of regrowth forced intensive action and financial investment on the 

part of industry and government, who sought to replant and ‘weed’ the forests according to 

sustained-yield conditions (OMNR, n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, pp. 19-21, 45).  

 Trees, however, were not the only formidable actors challenging dominate constructions 

of the forest landscape. Conservationists, recreationalists and Indigenous people also competed 

for power to define forest use.9 While influenced by utilitarianism, conservationism also included 

strong advocates of nature’s intrinsic value. Naturalist groups and watershed adherents, for 

                                                           
9 For further insights on the ways Indigenous peoples were shaped by (and shaped) transformations in the forests in 
this period, see for example, Blair, 2000; Calverley, 2009; Cummins, 1990; Frank, 1991; Hodgins & Benidickson, 
1978, 1989; Killan, 1993; Loo, 2006; Smith 1989; Thorpe, 2008; Tindall, Trosper & Perreault, 2013.  
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instance, lobbied and won forest protection measures that challenged the traditional economic 

priorities of businessmen, sportsmen and foresters (MacEachern, 2003, p. 7). The conservation 

movement, however, lost much of its political momentum after Conservative Prime Minister 

Arthur Meighen dissolved the Commission of Conservation in 1921, calling the agency costly 

and complaining that it was locking up resources from ‘proper development and use’ (as cited in 

MacEachern, 2003, p. 14). Conservationism, of course, never truly died out, with efforts 

reignited in the 1950s and 1960s, as concerns over everything from nuclear fallout to 

overcrowding parks forced North Americans to reconsider whether nature could accommodate 

their unrelenting use (MacEachern, 2003, p. 15).  

Additional pressures were found in the rise of the tourism movement at the turn of the 

20th century. At this time Ontario’s forests increasingly became a place wealthy Canadians and 

Americans went to escape the early pressures of city life (Brown, 1974, p. 122; Campbell, 2000; 

Crossley, 1989; Savigny, 1997). Feminist, suffragette, environmentalist, philanthropist and 

business owner Flora Macdonald, for instance, vacationed in the area, grew to love the region 

and eventually bought the land that now makes up Bon Echo Provincial Park, establishing an 

inn, which was opened in 1910. She initially purchased the land from an American doctor who 

moved to the area in 1889 and attempted to turn the space into a Christian nature retreat before 

multiple fires and the death of his son were said to have driven him off (Denison, 1974, p. 78). 

Before the inn established by Flora Macdonald burned down in 1936, it hosted some of this 

country’s most famous musicians, playwrights, painters and poets (Macdonald, 1920, p. 14). 

Group of Seven members, for instance, regularly vacationed there; the region’s forests and lakes, 

even Bon Echo rock itself, have been captured in a number of paintings by A.J. Casson, A.Y. 

Jackson and Tom Thomson (Figure 11). The indelible mark that the region’s forests left on Flora 

and her son can be found in their endowment of the entire property to the Department of Lands 

and Forests in 1959 for the purpose of creating the area’s first provincial park in 1965 (Campbell, 

2000, p. 102; Savigny, 1997, p. 91).   
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Figure 11. ‘Bon Echo Rock’, now part of Bon Echo Provincial Park, A.J. Casson, c. 1910. Group of 
Seven (online resource). 

 

In addition to wealthy tourists, middle-class vacationers were also found in ever-

increasing numbers in the forests of eastern Ontario at this time. Such shifts were found, for 

instance, in the rise of hunting and fishing lodges throughout the area (Campbell, 2000, p. 108; 

French, 2009, p. 90). Also at this time, there was growth in the number of campers and 

backpackers (OMNR, n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, p. 13), as well as seasonal residents 

and cottagers (Campbell, 2000; Savigny, 1997, p. 101).  

Together the trees, conservationists and recreational users would come to be understood 

as powerful contributors to landscape constructions, strongly influencing perceptions and uses 

of the forest. Forest policy, which had once solely focused on sustaining industry extraction, 

would shift dramatically over the next 50 years to a management system that increasingly 

incorporated a variety of forest users and a broadened ecological approach.  
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5.2 Constructions of Gendered Forests  

Shifts in forest policy discourses and corresponding industry dynamics towards 

sustaining yields for long-term production also transformed gendered forest identities, roles and 

relations. Once defined as brutish, violent men exploiting nature, the rural forestry worker 

became a tech-savvy heavy equipment operator and entrepreneur. Women, formerly relegated to 

the private sphere, became key contributors to rural well-being, while also finding opportunities 

as secretaries and stenographers in technologically-advanced forestry firms and as cooks and 

housekeepers at hunting and fishing lodges.  

The Forest Industry: ‘Putting Paul Bunyan to Shame’ 

Shifts in definitions of forest policy shaping transformations in forestry work and 

technology result in the reshaping of rural masculinity. The so-called violent lumbermen of the 

past were now ‘putting Paul Bunyan to shame’ with their technologically-savvy, large-equipment 

operations (Figure 12) and demonstrating entrepreneurial zeal through the successful 

management of small-scale forestry businesses.  

 
Figure 12. ‘Putting Paul Bunyan to Shame’, Sawyer-Stoll Lumber Company advertisement, Tweed News, c. 1940s. 
Photo: Photo: Cloyne and District Historical Society Archives. 
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The logger, once feared by many local citizens, became a revered community member. 

At picnics, for instance, hosted and paid for by local forestry companies, friendly competitions 

showcased a masterful and highly-skilled lumberman. At one such forestry-sponsored event, the 

local news reported that, ‘The lumberjack was right in his element, performing everyday feats 

before discerning workmen and gaping onlookers, where skill, agility, bull strength and a natural 

flare for showmanship, marked all events’ (Tweed News, 1947, ‘Lumberman’s Picnic Notes’). 

Perceived distinctions between rural and urban forms of masculinity were also evident, as 

highlighted in a local report on the style of dress at the 1946 Lumberman’s Picnic (Curry, 1946, 

‘Review of Lumberman’s Picnic’): 

‘Plaid-shirted woodsmen jostled immaculate city executives...you could pick out the 
vacationers...not only by their clothes, but their faces...the weather-lined faces of the 
woodsmen was a dogged faithful expression to the shrewdness and nonchalance of city 
dwellers.’  

 

Here, the ‘dogged woodsmen’, unlike the ‘shrewd city executive’, was portrayed as a 

rugged outdoorsman able to undertake arduous, physical labour. Such constructions and 

performances highlight symbolic as well as material distinctions between rural and urban forms 

of masculinity as understood within a rural context. 

Yet, shifts away from the axe and towards highly-mechanised equipment did not 

completely alter the image of the logger as a tough woodsman. This was largely because forestry 

work was still grueling and dangerous, even with advancements made. Local newspaper reports 

from the 1940s cite a number of such incidents. For instance, at the Sawyer-Stoll lumber camp 

(north of Cloyne in Addington Highlands Township), a man was injured when a large log rolled 

on him. He was driven over 1.5 hours to the closest hospital in Tweed, where an x-ray revealed a 

fractured pelvis and a crushed right elbow (Tweed News, c. 1940s, ‘Northbrook Man Injured at 

Camp’). Another report discussed how a local mill foreman was seriously injured when he fell 

from a boxcar, while a Mr. Jim Beatty was said to have cut off his fingers while working at the 

Kaladar Planing Mills  (Tweed News, c. 1940s, ‘Forestry Injuries’). While government rules 
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regarding workplace safety and further technological advancements have minimised injuries, 

forestry is still considered dangerous and hospitals are still hours away.  

Thus, while shifts in definitions of masculinity resulted in more positive rural community 

relations, forest community-industry dynamics continued to reinforce ideal notions of 

masculinity. Yet even with constructions and performances determined and maintained through 

gender-specific language and actions, the significance and social value of these terms are found 

shifting, as concepts of maleness change and with them, the social relations that ensue. 

The Rise of Women in the Public Sphere 

With transformations in forest policy and industry resulting in more positive settler-

forest industry relations, local municipalities expanded their priorities beyond land grants and 

infrastructure projects to community well-being (Township of Addington Highlands Minute 

Book, 1889-1905). Town council records covering the years 1905-1915 focused on needs such as 

doctors, garbage dumps and protection from stray dogs (Township of Addington Highlands 

Minute Book, 1905-1915). It was also at this time that women became prominent contributors 

to, and definers of, issues of rural well-being. While women’s church groups had long been 

instrumental to community care, by the 1930s the more secular (yet still familial and Christian) 

concerns of Women’s Institutes also began to take hold, strengthening women’s involvement in, 

and organisation of, community affairs (Levere, 1974, p. 95).  

The first Women’s Institute (WI) was founded in Hamilton, Ontario, in 1897 with the 

purpose being to persuade farmers’ daughters to attend the Macdonald Institute in Guelph to be 

educated in the newly-established school of domestic science (Crowley, 1986). Organisers, such 

as Adelaide Hoodless, believed from the outset that the leadership of the WI should be drawn 

from women of ‘culture and leisure, who could devote time and energy to the development of 

projects’ (Hoodless, 1899, p. 3). While this suggests a classed and racialised bias, small-town, 

working- and middle-class women would come to dominate the leadership of the WI (Walker, 
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Collins, & Hood, 1948). Through the WIs, rural reformers looked to women to assist in 

addressing rural problems (Ambrose, 1999; Sandwell, 2013). The difficulties facing Ontario’s 

countryside early in the 20th century ranged from changing technology, a declining population, 

the spread of industrialisation and a prolonged depression (Becker, 1920, p. 10).  

Indeed, following the establishment of eastern Ontario’s first Women’s Institute in 1935, 

WIs would pop up across the area, and with them, women’s influence over community politics 

(i.e. Women’s Institute [WI] Meeting Minutes, 1935, ‘First Meeting’; WI Meeting Minutes, 1949, 

‘WIs of Flinton and Fernleigh join gathering’). Here, women would meet regularly to discuss 

community issues, sometimes even joined by various women’s church groups (e.g. WI Meeting 

Minutes, 1947, ‘United Women’s Church Group joins protest against beverage rooms’). In 1945, 

for instance, 10 years after the first local WI was established, women were found actively 

discussing issues of local pollution, citing concerns around rubbish dumped along roads and 

private property while also lamenting a lack of garbage dumps in the area (WI Meeting Minutes, 

1945, ‘Differing environmental beliefs’).  

Efforts to shape rural communities were also found in Women’s Institute members 

lobbying both municipal and provincial governments. In 1947, for instance, local women 

discussed the lack of doctors and hospitals in the area and wrote letters to the Minister of Health 

to express their concerns (WI Meeting Minutes, 1947, ‘Letter to Provincial Department of 

Health), thereby raising their voices and demonstrating their engagement in community well-

being. In another example from the 1940s, women from both the United Church and the Cloyne 

WI voted to ‘protest to the proper authority against the issuing of any license to anyone for sale 

of beer and wine in Cloyne…beverage rooms tend towards the leaning down of the home and 

therefore of the community…weakens the morale of the young…and we have seen the results 

of beverage rooms in surrounding communities’ (WI Meeting Minutes, 1947, ‘United Women’s 

Church Group joins protest against beverage rooms’). Thus, through the WI, rural women 
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achieved political clout, allowing them to raise the issues pertinent to them and, in doing so, 

became key voices in socio-political constructions of the rural. 

Women’s Work  

Throughout this period, however, gendered divisions of labour - in both the private and 

public spheres - remain ingrained. Men were still understood as the breadwinners and women 

the childcare providers, and opportunities reflected these gendered binaries of power. Women’s 

prized role as caregivers is found constructed, for instance, in forestry picnic pageants, where 

local mothers vied for the award of prettiest baby (Tweed News, 1946, ‘Lumberman’s Picnic 

Notes’), thus reinforcing idealised notions of womanhood as both ‘beauties’ and ’mothers’. 

Around the home, women and girls continued to be responsible for raising children and 

household chores. On the farm, women were found in the highly feminised roles of feeding 

animals and tending gardens (Flieler, 1976; May, 1989; Weese, 1954). Meanwhile, idealised 

notions of the female form were found constructed at community events, such as Lumberman’s 

Picnics, where women’s bodies were objectified through beauty pageants and the ideal of the 

perfect woman, established with a visit by Miss Canada and Miss CNE (see Figure 13) 

(‘Lumberman’s Picnic Programme’, June 29, 1946; Tweed News, 1946, ‘Lumberman’s Picnic 

Notes’).  

Furthermore, because women’s rightful place was defined as the home, opportunities for 

paid work remained limited in the first-half of the 20th century, although more women than ever 

were attending school. Women and young girls, who went out into the world to earn a living at 

this time, often became trapped in domestic services. Indeed, of the approximately 40,000 

women who worked for wages in Toronto in 1915, most were employed as maids or childcare 

providers, earning only $2 to $5 per week, when $7 a week was considered the necessary living 

wage (Macdonald, 1916, p. 22).  
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Yet, with growth in forest-based tourism and recreational forest use in the early- to mid-

20th century, women were able to obtain positions as cooks and housekeepers at local hunting 

and fishing lodges. The war years also saw women who wanted to work outside the home 

finding opportunities in forestry firms, largely functioning as secretaries, stenographers and 

cook’s assistants (‘Lumberjack’s Glossary’, c. 1940s), which were also most often the lowest paid 

positions (e.g. Mrs. Thompson earns $.68/hr and all men on staff at $1.00/hr, as cited in 

‘Sawyer-Stoll Logging Payroll’, May 1st-15th, 1943; Mackay, 1998, p. 211).  

 
Figure 13. ‘Beauties and Babes’, 3rd Annual Lumbermen’s Picnic, Tweed News, 1946. Photo: 
Cloyne and District Historical Society Archives. 

 

Before feminists in Ontario fought for - and won - ‘equal pay, for equal work’ laws in the 

1950s, women’s wages and opportunities for work remained extremely marginal, particularly in 

rural communities. Municipal voting records from mid-century demonstrate women’s ongoing 

lack of participation in the workforce, with men found in over a dozen different occupations, 

such as farmers, game wardens, merchants, mechanics, patrolmen and priests, while the vast 

majority of women were registered as housekeepers, housewives, widows and spinsters well into 

the 1950s (‘Municipal Voter’s List Township of Addington Highlands’, 1957). 
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Gendered Forests 

Gendered forest identities, roles and relations are also reflected in the differing ways of 

seeing and being amongst nature. Unfortunately, there are few documented accounts of women’s 

relationship with the forests, save for the writings of upper-class women, such as Flora 

Macdonald (1916-1920), Catherine Parr Traill (1836/1929) and Susanna Moodie (1853/2007); 

thus, there is a want for not only more accounts, but more pluralistic accounts of women’s 

relationship with the natural world. What was available, however, and in some cases what was 

not, reveals important insights into instances of gendered forest experiences in this period. For 

example, Janie Weese wrote that in the early 1900s girls and boys had different roles to perform 

at school on Arbor Day: boys cleaned the yard and girls cleaned the school, and then both would 

go outside to plant a tree (Weese, 1954). During maple syrup season, boys would drill the holes 

in trees while girls followed hanging the collection baskets, then girls would make treats with 

their mothers and grandmothers from the maple syrup boiled down by men. Around the 

homestead, male family members were responsible for tending fields, harvesting trees and 

chopping firewood, while it was often the responsibility of young girls to bring in the cut wood 

for stoves. Indeed, it was said that the definition of a ‘good husband’ was reflected in the size of 

firewood he readied for use: ‘Woe to the family whose husband and father was a poor fuel 

provider’ (Unknown Author, 1974, p, 104).  

It was also an established norm, in both historical accounts and present-day discussions, 

that men hunt and women berry-pick. Through a revealing wit, Flora Macdonald (1918, p. 7) 

distinguished the differences and similarities of tramping through the woods for berries and 

hunting big game, saying ‘picking blackberries is a profane and bloody pastime and has all the 

qualities which make hunting and machine gunning such popular sports without any of the dire 

results.’ By textualising the forested landscape in this way, women’s relationship with the forests, 

like the previous era, cannot simply be understood as ‘soft’. Instead women, like their husbands, 
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fathers, brothers and sons, participate in transformations of the landscape, and these alterations 

were mediated by particular gendered forest relations.  

In conclusion, forest policy and industry attempts to sustain yields discursively and 

materially redefine the landscape from exploitable resource to an agricultural unit constructed 

like any other quantifiable crop. These shifts, however, also transform power dynamics in the 

forests, as efforts to preserve forests open up the landscape for ‘other’ constructions of the 

forests. Indeed, conservationists and recreational users become important contributors to forest 

landscape transformations through their priorities and perceptions of forests. Trees also actively 

contribute to these landscape constructions, challenging industry efforts to regenerate the forests 

as desired, thus relationally constructing the successes and failures of this sustained-yield period.  

Transformations in forest policy and industry dynamics, as well as the forest landscape, 

also reshaped gendered forest identities, roles and relations. Efforts to sustain yields via 

quantifiable science ushered in a new age of technology, and with it transformations in 

definitions of forestry work and masculinised occupational identities. Once identified as violent 

men exploiting nature, the rural forestry worker was redefined as a dogged woodsmen, 

entrepreneur, and tech-savvy heavy equipment operator.  

With an emphasis on preserving the forests for long-term production, women’s lives 

were also transformed. Positive forest-community relations made room for women’s 

involvement and influence in the shaping of rural well-being; and the quantifying of forest 

landscapes, along with advancements in technology, resulted in forest companies hiring 

additional stenographers and secretaries. With the rise of forest-based tourism, women also 

found opportunities at local hunting and fishing lodges as housekeepers and cooks. Together, 

these opportunities reshaped women’s engagement in the public sphere, particularly their 

involvement in rural community relations and forest sector work.  

Yet even with a redefined gendered forest landscape, prescribed gender norms and 

expectations persisted. Men’s identities continued to be tied up with their physical prowess and 
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income-earning potential and women’s identities with their primary role as wives and mothers, 

thus attributing social roles to biological functions. Therefore, in the home, community and 

forests, labour continued to be divided in this period of sustained yield. Tasks remained 

fundamentally gendered, and because little monetary value was put on women’s work, their 

status remained largely marginal in rural, patriarchal communities and families. 
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CHAPTER 6: AGE OF ‘SUSTAINABILITY’, 1947-2013 

 

 My research project finds the age of sustainability characterised by shifts in power to 

construct forest use and knowledge production discourses, resulting in a more pluralistic and 

holistic gendered forest landscape. Trees and an increasingly diverse set of nonhuman actors 

represent powerful contributors to landscape transformations, being key definers of endangered 

species protection legislation and definitions of place. As a growing number of stakeholders vied 

for power to define the forest landscape, small-scale forest companies grappled with a 

restructuring forest sector that requires intensive professionalisation to meet the pluralistic social, 

economic and environmental goals of a sustainably managed forest. Together these discursive 

and material forest landscape shifts reshaped gendered forest identities, roles and relations. 

Hegemonic constructions of rural masculinity were again transformed as forestry work was 

redefined, impacting not only men but also women’s bodies, role in the home, community and 

forests.     

6.1 Constructions of the Forest  

Ontario’s Forest Policy 

With vigorous industrial growth following the Second World War leading demands for 

forest products, and a forest policy in place that ensured yields were sustained, the intensive 

harvesting of Crown forests continued. Coupled with failed reforestation efforts and a young 

second-growth forest, the question of forest quality could no longer be ignored. Ultimately it was 

the people of Ontario who would pay for the environmental damage wrought in the forests. 

Ontarians had been fairly warned of the role they would have to play, or so it seemed, when they 

were told by the Ontario Royal Commission on Forestry in 1947 that, ‘unless the public is willing to 

spend large sums of money, efforts toward improvement or even maintenance of present forest 

conditions will continue to be little better than a gesture’ (Kennedy, 1947, p. 179). The public’s 
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willingness to pay for forest preservation, however, was already well-established at this time, with 

calls for better protection and broader use of the forests ongoing since the late-19th and early-20th 

century with the rise of the conservation and tourism movements. Following World War II the 

Conservative government harnessed these growing demands to rationalise and commit public 

funding to the replanting and preservation of Crown forests.  

With the passage of the Conservation Authorities Act in 1946, municipalities were granted 

the jurisdictional responsibility (subject to provincial and municipal direction) over the 

conservation, restoration, development and management of natural resources within the 

boundaries of specific watershed jurisdictions. Municipalities now had the ability to establish 

locally-run conservation areas, such as the Moira River Conservation Authority (established in 

1947, now the Quinte Conservation after amalgamating with Prince Edward and Napanee 

authorities). Early on, local townships supported the establishment and ongoing preservation of 

these conservation and recreation areas. Addington Highlands Township, for instance, gave its 

first donation to the Moira River Conservation Authority in 1954 – a gift of 45 dollars to help 

with the replanting of local forests (Township of Addington Highlands Minute Book, 1947-

1958). The township also paid the same amount to have the wood floors in the community hall 

varnished that year, suggesting the donation amount was perhaps somewhat trivial. By the 1960s, 

however, the amount put towards replanting was up to almost 400 dollars per year (Township of 

Addington Highlands, Minute Book, 1963-1964), implying that the people of rural, eastern 

Ontario, via their local and provincial governments, were increasingly willing to invest their tax 

dollars in forest renewal. 

Provincial parks were also founded in greater numbers at this time. Beyond the 

establishment of Algonquin Park in 1893 (a product of the ‘preservation for industry supply’ 

era), Ontario had few protected areas. To appease growing demands for better forest 

conservation and recreational opportunities, the creation and management of provincial parks 

shifted to the Department of Lands and Forests in 1954. Through this measure, the rapid and 
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effective development of parks took place. Indeed, in 1954 there were only nine provincial parks 

in Ontario; by 1960 there were 72 parks, servicing over 5 million users annually (Isherwood & 

Verheggen, 1997; Killan, 1993; OMNR, 2014, ‘Ontario’s protected areas summary statistics’).  

By the 1960s, however, concerns were raised around the Province’s capacity to achieve 

forest regeneration, with reforestation efforts in the north particularly necessary. There were 

various reasons for this predicament, such as seed-stock issues, the relative newness of 

professional/technical forest management and forest inventories still in progress. The outcome, 

however, was singular: poor forest conditions, impacting all users. As a result, the Crown Timber 

Act was again amended in 1962, this time transferring the full responsibility of replanting the 

forests to the Province, leaving harvesting as the sole responsibility of forest companies 

(Isherwood & Verheggen, 1997, p. 34).  

With the activity of regeneration no longer a priority, the forest industry was able to 

invest heavily in harvesting and manufacturing technology, which allowed more trees to be cut 

and processed faster (Isherwood & Verheggen, 1997, p. 34). By the 1970s, local forest 

companies were relying on expensive, large-scale skidders, cutters and giant Caterpillars to 

harvest an ever-increasing number of trees (Statistics Canada, Timber Assets by Volume for 

Ontario, 1961-1997). These improvements in mechanisation were also found in modernised 

manufacturing plants, such as the Sawyer-Stoll Lumber Company in Tweed, where value-added 

products (e.g. finished pallets), were processed (see Figure 14). Here, over 2.5 million board feet 

of lumber could be processed in one year, resulting in the production of over 275,000 pallets 

(one log, around 16 metres in length, produced 50 feet of board timber) (Tweed News, May, 

1978, ‘Modern equipment at Sawyer-Stoll Plant’).      

These technological advancements, coupled with a forest policy that sustained production 

(Lawson et al., 2001, p. 292), resulted in forest companies almost doubling the area harvested in 

the province - from 138,000 hectares in 1960 up to 257,000 hectares in 1997 (Statistics Canada, 

Timber Assets  by Volume for Ontario, 1961-1997). These efforts would increase Provincial 
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earnings from just over 3 million in 1961 to almost 40 million in 1997 (Statistics Canada, Value 

of Timber Stocks by Province, 1961-997). While growth in earnings and the area harvested were 

largely the result of intensive logging occurring in Ontario’s boreal forests, companies in the 

eastern part of the province were also benefiting greatly from this technocentric age of forestry 

(Lawson, et al., 2001, p. 292).  

 

 
Figure 14. ‘Sawyer-Stoll’s Modern Pallet Manufacturing Plant’, Tweed News, 
1978. Photo: Cloyne and District Historical Society Archives. 

 

In terms of forest renewal, however, it seems the public might not have been getting its 

money’s worth as the area reforested in this period decreased from 450,000 hectares in 1961 to 

284,000 hectares in 1997 (Statistics Canada, Timber Assets by Area  for Ontario, 1961-1997). 

While this suggests that the area planted was higher than the overall area harvested, it is 

important to note that actual reforestation levels have dropped almost 50% in the last 40 years. 

This was not because the forests were replanted. Indeed, forested areas today only account for 

10-17% of what they were prior to the start of intensive harvesting in the mid-19th  century 

(OMNR, 2014, ‘Ontario’s protected areas summary statistics’). 
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Deconstructing Forest Depletion  

By the late 1970s, the material impacts of a sustained-yield management paradigm were 

evident in the rising levels of forest depletion found across the province. Government and 

industry, for instance, were found scouring Eastern Ontario’s lakes and rivers in efforts to 

salvage sunken logs (Figure 15) (Tweed News, August 1978, 'Lumber company goes fishing to 

salvage thousands of logs’). According to a government forester, hemlock (the species being 

salvaged) was ‘no longer as plentiful as it once was in the township’, and much of what was left 

of natural cover, he suggests, was ‘required for winter deer’ (Tweed News, August 1978, 'Lumber 

company goes fishing to salvage thousands of logs’).  

 

 
Figure 15. Sawyer-Stoll Lumber Company salvages thousands of logs. Tweed News, 1978. Photo: 
Cloyne and District Historical Society Archives. 

 

While dredging the lakes for trees already cut may seem logical, and was perhaps 

considered an ecologically sound approach, the focus on hemlock scarcity and need to preserve 

remaining trees for deer fodder meant that other ecological components were valued less. 
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Examples of discourses driving this form of resource management were found in the 

aforementioned interview, where general manager of Sawyer-Stoll Lumber., Bill Thomplison 

states, ‘The logs are in sound condition, but they won’t do anyone any good sitting at the bottom 

of lakes’ (Tweed News, August 1978, 'Lumber company goes fishing to salvage thousands of 

logs’). In such a way, the negative impacts of dredging were largely ignored. Indeed, it is now 

understood that aquatic conditions are negatively impacted by dredging and salvaging activities. 

So-called, ‘forgotten logs’ or woody debris are not only important for overall lake conditions (e.g. 

act as water filters and provide shoreline stability), but provide essential habitat and spawning 

grounds for a number of species (e.g. various fish, invertebrates, crustaceans) (Helmus & Sass, 

2008; Murphy & Hall, 1981; Schindler & Scheurell, 2002). Sunken logs play an important role in 

freshwater ecosystems, which are still recovering from, ironically enough, the forest industry’s 

past mistreatment of lakes and rivers (e.g. damning rivers, log drives, booming, soil instability, 

sawmill refuse) (Murphy & Hall, 1981). Thus, while both hemlock and deer are important species 

in terms of local ecology, bias towards these species overshadowed the need for an ecological, 

holistic approach that considered all facets of the local environment. Even though erroneous, 

this ideological approach remained highly influential until the introduction of the Crown Forest 

Sustainability Act (1994) and its (more) pluralistic, ecosystem-based approach. 

Co-Constructing Shifts toward Sustainability   

A number of factors were responsible for shifting the tides of sustainability discourses. 

First, was a growing concern among Canadians (and North Americans more generally) regarding 

the impacts of forestry, inequitable forest use, as well as air and water pollution, pesticides and 

postwar industrial growth (Loo, 2006, p. 210). As a result, numerous environmental groups and 

organisations were established across the nation. In 1963, for instance, the National and 

Provincial Parks Association of Canada was established, as well as the Canadian Parks and 
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Wilderness Society (CPAWS), followed by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Canada in 1967, 

Greenpeace in the late 1960s and the Sierra Club in 1970.  

With the rise of environmentalism in Canada, organised calls for enhanced forest 

protection in Ontario began to take shape, forcing the Province and forest industry to share 

power to define forest use with a more pluralistic set of actors (albeit, largely white, middle-class 

urbanites) and their associated values (Killan, 1993). Indeed, acts of civil disobedience occurring 

across Ontario were crucial in challenging the Province to establish a more pluralistic and holistic 

forest policy (Killan, 1993). In the late 1980s and early 1990s, for instance, protesters blocked 

roads in Temagami, Ontario, in order to prevent logging trucks from entering what 

environmentalists considered a pristine wilderness, containing some of the world’s oldest red and 

white pine forests. The Teme-Augama Anishnabi people, who had historically been pushed out 

of the region and onto reserves, were also battling to have their forest rights guaranteed at this 

time (Thorpe, 2008, p. 332, 356). This highly publicised battle to save Temagami’s forests was 

important in the eventual enactment and upholding of the primary objective of the Crown Forest 

Sustainability Act (CFSA) (1994) and Endangered Species Act (ESA) (2007): more equitable and 

ecologically-focused forest management (see Figure 16). 

A second important factor shaping shifts in sustainable forest policy and industry 

dynamics was the end of the 42 year reign of the Progressive Conservative Party of Ontario 

(Ontario PC Party) in 1985. With it came questions from the newly appointed Liberal 

government, who challenged the effectiveness of the sustained-yield forest policy system. In 

1987, for instance, the Liberals conducted an assessment of timber management on Crown 

lands, which concluded that current approaches were not balancing the need for timber with 

alternate forest values. The report stipulated that policy revisions, which incorporated a more 

heterogeneous group of users into planning documents, were necessary (Isherwood & 

Verheggen, 1997, pp. 40-41). As a result, forest planning costs grew from 59 million in 1979 to 
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over  250 million by 1991 (Isherwood & Verheggen, 1997, pp. 38-39). However, with an ever-

increasingly diverse set of needs from a heterogeneous group of users, it was obvious that 

further policy revisions would be required.  

 

 
Figure 16. Giant chainsaw at 1990 Queen’s Park (Ontario Legislature) demonstration. Photo: Ottertooth, 
Retrieved from http://www.ottertooth.com/Temagami/Milestones/tem_miles_env3.htm 

 

Further impetus came with the 1992 United Nations’ Conference on Environment and 

Development (UNCED), along with the continued work of activists and their symptomatic 

scrutiny of production patterns, which led the resurgence of environmental concerns among 

governments, the public and even businesses (Castree, 2005, p. 89). Indeed, the UNCED 

Summit message stated (United Nations, 1997, ‘The earth summit’):  

‘That nothing less than a transformation of our attitudes and behaviour would bring 
about the necessary [environmental] changes...that poverty as well as excessive 
consumption by affluent populations places damaging stress on the environment...[that] 
governments must recognise the need to redirect international and national plans and 
policies to ensure that all economic decisions fully take into account any environmental 
impact.’  
 

http://www.ottertooth.com/Temagami/Milestones/tem_miles_env3.htm
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In 1994, after much debate, the Crown Forest Sustainability Act (CFSA) was introduced by 

the New Democratic Party, who had been responsible for overseeing its production since 1990. 

With the introduction of the CFSA the forest industry was required to incorporate the 

Province’s most diverse set of objectives and actors into harvesting and replanting processes, and 

made to complete extensive annual reports that considered a broad array of socio-economic and 

environmental conditions (e.g. GIS maps of forest landscape conditions, trees harvested and 

replanted, community relations, salaries, expenses, etc.).   

Shortly following this monumental forest policy shift, the Ontario Progressive 

Conservative’s were voted back into Provincial office. Premier Mike Harris, along with his 

neoliberal ‘Common Sense Revolution’ (1995-2002), transferred the costs of planning, harvesting 

and regenerating the forests, according to these new sustainability conditions. This left forest 

companies with the increased costs of sustainably managing the forests. However, with timber 

assets at an all-time high in the 1990s, concerns were initially minimised (Statistics Canada, 

‘Timber Assets by Volume for Ontario: 1961-1997’). Even with the introduction of the CFSA – 

a forest policy that legislated a more pluralistic set of forest users – not all stakeholders were 

treated equally. A case in point was the shooting death of Dudley George (an unarmed 

Indigenous protester) by OPP officer Kenneth Deane in Ipperwash Provincial Park, during what 

were described as highly-racialised protests over land claims – land which had been expropriated 

from the native Ojibwe after the Second World War (Hedican, 2013), and is still to this day in 

government hands.  

   The next significant sustainable forest policy shift occurred in 2002, when the federal 

Liberal government enacted the Species at Risk Act. Five years later, the Ontario Liberal 

government introduced the Endangered Species Act (2007), which works to ‘protect species at risk, 

their habitat and promote their recovery’ (OMNR, 2007, ‘Endangered Species Act’, c.6, s.1). 

While these shifts towards sustainability were a monumental win for the forests, as well as the 

people fighting for their protection, extractive industries were heavily impacted by these 
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transformations in forest policy. In eastern Ontario, for instance, where a number of species at 

risk migrate or reside, small-scale forest companies have found themselves in a challenging 

situation: the spotting of any species at risk could result in any number of conditions, from the 

construction of massive (and expensive) access roads to skirt a nesting site, to the complete 

layoff of workers during migration seasons (M-L FMP, 2011-2021, ‘Area of Concern 

Prescriptions’, p. 6-7). 

The efforts of environmentalists and Indigenous people have been absolutely vital to 

redefining the sustainability of Ontario’s forest landscape. However, environmentalists’ 

prioritisation of old-growth forests and other species at risk, in some cases have emphasised 

moralistic concerns over holistic approaches and landscape aesthetics over the practical needs of 

both nonhumans and humans. Indeed, old-growth trees - an important and previously over-

harvested component of the landscape - were said to dominate forest protection efforts at the 

cost of a healthy forest landscape (Male Respondent, 3): 

‘...city people [environmentalists, cottagers, tourists and government] want us to cut all 
these half-to-three quarter mature trees...leaving the big, big ones that are going to fall 
over once we take the other ones out...we’re cutting the wrong [trees] at the wrong time, 
and cutting the wrong size. We’re leaving the wrong stuff to regenerate...we’re cutting 
our future right now.’ 
 

These priorities also came at the cost of perhaps minimising other concerns, such as 

longer roads being built to protect species at risk and growing industry disdain for the 

nonhumans so many seek to protect. The construction of additional, longer access roads, for 

instance, was a key attribute of sustainable forest management plans, which seek to protect 

endangered species from forestry activity. This effort, however, results in a greater amount of 

forest disturbance overall, negatively impacting a larger proportion of the landscape and thus 

number of species (Male Respondent, 1, 2, 3, 6, 8, 11; M-L FMP, 2011-2021, ‘Planned Road 

Access’, p. 5). Furthermore, restrictions introduced that put forest industry people out of work 

were resulting in significant animosity and potentially even harsh treatment towards the very 
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species Ontarians wish to protect. Such concerns are echoed by one forestry worker (Male 

Respondent, 3): 

‘I got shut down here during the summertime because of a turtle. I laid everybody off 
for a couple of weeks because of a turtle that crossed the road. He was going to maybe 
lay his eggs on the other side of the highway. Well, that’s been happening for 
centuries...no problem. We’d see that happening, we stay away. We don’t want to run 
them over. We’ll stop and help the guy across the road, and then when they’re done 
they’ll come back. And people weren’t harming them. But now I see that turtle cross the 
road and I think I had to shut my whole operation down, guys that were doing the work 
had to go and stay home, you just shut down life because a turtle had to lay its eggs...Is 
that really the answer? If that turtle had been seen before he crossed the road, he 
wouldn’t have crossed the road, so you’re making criminals out of good, honest, 
hardworking people, because they’re livelihood is at stake. They can’t make the payment 
on their skidder, they can’t send their kids to school or buy them a pair of shoes, because 
a turtle crossed the road. Nobody wants to hurt the turtle, but this is what we’re forced 
to do. I’m not advocating it. I’m just saying that there’s been more harm done than 
good.’ 
 

Meanwhile, tourists and cottagers (seasonal residents) - largely dominated by white, 

middle-class urbanites - were also responsible for shaping the forest landscape according to their 

own priorities. These priorities were found in the valuing of particular spaces (e.g. lakefronts, 

access roads, parks and conservation areas) and species (e.g. old-growth trees and other species 

at risk) (M-L FMP, 2011-2021, ‘Area of Concern Prescriptions’, p. 6-7). The hierarchical valuing 

of certain aspects of the forests, while ignoring others, frustrated forestry workers, who stated: 

‘...I get flack get from cottagers if we’re using their road or something, or cutting near their 

property line’ (Male Respondent, 12), and ‘[cottagers] boat all weekend long...how much damage 

are they doing to that water?...let alone the three hours they spent on the road coming from 

Toronto, burning fuel....they ski and do everything and then turn around and criticise a person 

who cuts trees. That tree’ll be back before that fuel is gone. And they’re the ones putting me out 

of work’ (Male Respondent, 2). Hence, it is important to note the capacity of those who call for 

environmental protection to actually produce negative outcomes not only for the very forests 

they wish to protect but also for people’s livelihoods (both in the forest sector and forest-

dependent communities). 
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Eastern Ontario’s Forest Industry  

Shifts toward ‘sustainability’ have not proved entirely sustainable for small-scale 

companies, as they have been forced to lay off workers during migration seasons or close 

altogether as the costs of managing and harvesting the forests grow. Indeed, small-scale 

companies are less equipped both financially and in terms of personnel to weather these policy 

shifts. Expensive sustainable forest certification (e.g. Forest Stewardship Council, Rainforest 

Alliance, etc) is now mandatory, and harvesting in accordance with species at risk science has 

been costly. Coupled with exorbitantly-priced equipment, the high costs of insurance, Worker’s 

Compensation, market busts and challenging free-trade conditions, and the seemingly minimal 

interest of the public to pay the high costs associated with sustainability-harvested lumber, many 

small-scale operators are finding they can no longer compete (M-L Forest Management Plan, 

2011-2021, ‘Shifts in Markets’, p. 68). While exact statistics are difficult to find, since 2007 at 

least 50 mills and forestry firms harvesting on Crown land in Ontario have either shut down or 

reduced operations, and at least 10 of those companies were forestry businesses operating in 

eastern Ontario (OMNR, 2014, ‘Forest industry employment’; The Strong Group, 2006, ‘State of 

Canada’s Forests’).  

Where work is still available, the face of the job has changed dramatically. Decades of 

extraction-focused technology investment have resulted in forestry operations that now mirror 

‘advancements’ in agriculture, where in order to compete in a globalised, neoliberalised free-trade 

market, forest companies have had to professionalise and mechanise. On a number of occasions 

it was said that before the 1970s, ‘any man who could run a chainsaw could get work’ at the very 

least, perhaps even open a forestry business (Male Respondent, 12). Now, when only the biggest, 

most technologically-advanced machinery will suffice, forestry workers lament the fact that 

‘younger workers aren’t able to make a go of it’ (Male Respondent, 7). A number of operators 

who were able to acquire expensive equipment found market busts and free trade conditions, in 

combination with the high costs of operating in accordance with Ontario’s most ecologically-
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motivated forest policy, too restrictive, forcing them to shut their doors and sell their equipment. 

Meanwhile, those selling equipment were doing so during a time of market down-turn, meaning 

their machinery was not worth what it was 10 years earlier, resulting in many losing more than 

they could afford. 

With the rising costs of sustainably harvesting the forests, forest companies fight to 

maintain power over discursive and material constructions of the forested landscape. Attempts 

to control competing forest definitions and uses were found in the discounting of non-industry 

forest knowledge, the countering of pro-conservation discourses, as well as in the refuting of the 

science around endangered species protection and climate change. 

It was often said, for instance, that ‘city people [cottagers, seasonal residents, tourists, 

specifically Toronto residents, and provincial politicians] don’t know anything about forestry’ 

(Male Respondent, 1) and ‘they [cottagers (aka urbanites)] don’t need an excuse to hold up 

logging operations’ (Male Respondent, 3). At the same time, forest company owners emphasise 

their credentials as responsible resource managers and custodians of the forest working on 

behalf of the people of Ontario. Owners position themselves as experienced, environmentally-

responsible companies who, for a number of years, have been cutting down trees in a sustainable 

manner while also providing jobs for people in forest-dependent communities. In the words of 

forest company owners: ‘We have been harvesting sustainable for a good number of years’ (Male 

Respondent, 4) and ‘It doesn’t matter what you call it - sustainable or environmental - we’ve 

always tried to do it so we had a future’ (Male Respondent, 5).   

Industry efforts to control forest knowledge production discourses were also found in 

attempts to suppress (even ban) the children’s movie, The Lorax – based on the pro-conservation 

storybook by Dr. Seuss (also see Terri Birkett’s, The Truax). Such efforts were supported in the 

words of one forestry business owner (Male Respondent, 3):   

‘You know that movie, The Lorax, the Dr. Seuss movie....we’ve done a huge blitz 
campaign against it, because it’s all against the forest industry and it’s about the 
animals dying all because they cut a little tree down and it’s geared to these little 



123 

 

kids that don’t know any better. It was huge in the box office and all it is, is a bash 
against the forest industry.’ 

 

Further examples of industry attempts to manage forest knowledge production were 

found in one local forest company’s building of an extensive outdoor educational centre where 

teachers can take students to learn about the forests through an industry lens. Meanwhile, the 

same owner that supported the blitz campaign against the Dr. Seuss movie also discussed going 

into local schools to counter pro-preservation and/or negative-industry constructions being 

taught. Here he states:  

‘I’m going to go and have proper chats with these people and say, “Hey, kids 
and Mr. and Mrs. Teacher, you know this is in a book, but it’s not all true.” This 
is where we come from. And I’ve had chats with the county people, municipal 
guys, and they’ve had a few chats with [the schools].’  
 

A number of forest company owners were also now questioning the validity and 

objectivity of the science used to support forest certification rules and endangered species 

protection legislation. While the financial burden of these shifts have perhaps motivated a 

number of owners to invalidate aspects of forest policy that jeopardise their livelihood, it is also 

the case that their efforts have come to plague the implementation of Ontario’s most 

ecologically robust forest management plans. For instance, many forest company owners, 

responsible for setting the tone of the workplace, attempted to discredit the science behind 

species at risk conditions, claiming ‘we see [ginseng] everywhere, so how can it be endangered’ 

(Male Respondent, 2), and ‘those turtles are not really endangered’ (Male Respondent, 9), or 

‘they don’t even know if the turtles are there’ (Male Respondent, 7). While concerned about the 

impacts of climate change, most owners argued that it was a naturally-occurring phenomenon, 

thus not requiring action on the part of humans (all Male Respondents, except 5, 10 and 12). 

This position is quite ironic given that within forest management plans, the OMNR outlines 

‘industrialisation’ as ‘contributing to rises in greenhouse gases’ and identifies a number of 

significant ways climate change can and will impact the forests, and thus the forest sector (e.g. 
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potential for increased incidences of drought, fire, extreme weather events, insect outbreaks and 

species distribution changes – see M-L FMP, 2011-2021, ‘Climate Change’, p. 69; OMNR, 2012, 

State of Ontario’s Forests, p. 39-42).  

Industry attempts to define forest knowledge production were also found in the 

discursive (de)valuing of particular species. Indeed, both industry and government have long 

contributed to the defining of species’ value, particularly in terms of trees. Poplar and birch, for 

instance, have for over a century been constructed as ‘worthless’ (Male Respondent, 3, 6, 9) and 

‘garbage trees’ (Male Respondent, 1, 6, 7) that should be ‘weeded out’ of the landscape (Male 

Respondent, 1, 2, 3, 6, 12), ‘…you’re weeding a garden as the expression goes...you’re taking the 

poplar and the birch out and you’re leaving the better wood’ (Male Respondent, 3). These 

discursive constructions of trees date back to the pine clear-cuts and massive fires of the 19th 

century, which led to birch and popular – both shade intolerant species – outcompeting and 

repopulating the forest landscape, thereby shifting forest composition.  

Of further consideration are market conditions which have favoured red and white pine, 

leading to the species being preferred by industry, and thus replanted more often than any other 

trees (Kuhlberg, 2012; M-L FMP, 2011-2021, ‘Renewal and Tending Operations’, p. 248-274). A 

number of forestry workers also confirmed that today red pine tends to be favoured over white 

pine because it needs less ‘management’ (e.g. site/stand modifications) (Male Respondent, 2, 6, 

12). As a result of this species favoritism pockets of pine monocultures are found throughout the 

region in numerous townships and provincial parks, even Bon Echo Provincial Park (see Figure 

17). The public, however, is discouraged from considering these material transformations of the 

forested landscape as ‘bad practice’ and instead told that ‘monocultures…mimic natural forest 

growth’, such as black spruce (Picea mariana) and jack pine (Pinus banksiana) stands in boreal 

forests (Kuhlberg, 2012). The forests of eastern Ontario are not boreal, and pine tends to grow 

in combination with other coniferous as well as deciduous trees. Thus, this notion of a 
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‘monocultural misconception’ is accurate, but not in the sense that industry experts would like 

the public to believe.  

By examining the social values and norms that lead to transformations of the forests, power 

relations between different social groups were found expressed in the way the landscape is 

materially arranged and subjectively viewed. While historically, government and industry 

maintained hegemony over discursive and material constructions, growth in the preservation and 

pluralistic use of Crown forests marks a significant shift in power to define the forested 

landscape. 

 

 
Figure 17. Pine monoculture, Addington Highlands Township. Photo: Dawn Dietrich, 2010.  

Co-Constructing the Forests: Trees (and other components of nature) 

Forests, and other components of nature, are also important actors shaping policy 

discourses, industry dynamics and definitions of place, with their material, as well as symbolic 

power, manifested in the landscape. With the introduction of endangered species into sustainable 

forest policy, for instance, old-growth trees and other components of nature have come to 

represent key actors, influencing both conservation and extraction efforts. Their relational 

capacity to shape forest production are detailed by one forest company owner, who highlights 
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the challenges of harvesting the forests with endangered species/species at risk protection 

measures in place, saying: 

‘the restrictions with Wood turtles and Blanding’s turtles...they make it almost 
impossible to cut at certain times of the year. It makes it impossible to make your 
silvilcultural plans, or with roads...and ginseng, there was a stand we cut twenty years ago 
and now there’s more ginseng there....so now we have to protect this value’ (see Figure 
18) (Male Respondent, 10).  
 

The way nonhumans shape forest production efforts, and thus the successes and failures 

of small-scale companies were further articulated by another forest company owner, who states: 

‘They came out with these turtle habitat restrictions, and the turtle habitat starts the day 
the fisheries ends, so virtually they put a time restriction on fisheries and a time 
restriction on turtles that overlap the whole year’ (Male Respondent, 5).  
 

 
Figure 18. Blanding’s Turtle (Emydoidea blandingii), Addington Highlands Township. 
Species at Risk in Ontario. Photo: Dawn Dietrich, 2012. 

 

Forestry workers also lamented what they saw as their now devalued position in relation 

to nonhumans, saying such things as, ‘I’d be happy today, or a lot happier with my work, if I had 

the same rights as a wood turtle’ (Male Respondent, 3) and ‘because of ginseng I can’t work’ 

(Male Respondent, 8). In such a way, species at risk and the forests they inhabit relationally shape 
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people’s lives: recasting the forestry worker (once the most powerful definer of place) below 

nonhumans, and transforming place through their capacity to define forest production and thus 

the landscape. 

For many ‘outsiders,’ the forests of eastern Ontario were also an ecological paradise - an 

escape away from the monotony of the city: ‘...[trees] are what people think of when they think 

of [rural, eastern Ontario]...they think of our forests...the trees, rocks...that’s what makes it’ (Male 

Respondent, 1). Meanwhile, for local residents, the forests are home – ‘we are the bush people’ 

many interviewees proclaimed, and ‘[trees] are very important....it’s a rural area, and there should 

be forests in a rural area’ (Male Respondent, 11). In this way, trees and other components of 

nature are understood as important actors, relationally co-constructing socioeconomic, cultural, 

political and biophysical forested landscape conditions.   

6.2 Constructions of Gendered Forests  

Transformations in forest policy and industry dynamics, as well as the forested landscape 

itself, that have resulted in more sustainable forestry practices and planning processes, have also 

reshaped gendered forest identities, roles and relations. The modernisation, mechanisation and 

professionalisation of the forest sector have unsettled traditional definitions of rural masculinity 

and occupational identity. Meanwhile, the harvesting of Crown forests according to sustainability 

and endangered species legislation have been especially costly for small-scale forestry companies, 

resulting in the lay-off of workers, reductions in staff, and even forcing some businesses to close 

their doors permanently, and the ensuing differential gendered impacts have been substantial.   

The Forest Industry: A Crisis of Masculinity  

With many men’s sense of masculine identity reaffirmed at work, shifts in definitions or 

loss of employment threaten many men’s sense of self. Transformations of forestry into a 

modern ‘high-tech’ industry, like agriculture, have had profound implications for the identities of 

those working in these sectors. Indeed, sustainable forest policy shifts have highly intensified 
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professionalisation within the trade. Insurance and WSIB (Worker’s Safety & Insurance Board) 

requirements, forestry schools, various machinery licenses, intensive investments in planning and 

upfront capital requirements have together resulted in monumental shifts in logging practices 

and constructions of the forestry worker. Coupled with increased international competition, new 

sustainability and species at risk regulations in the forest industry have created a need for 

technologically-savvy, professionalised forestry workers, and thus these skills are more highly 

valued in forest-business occupational identities (see Figure 19). Such conditions were described 

by one forest company owner, who stated (Male Respondent, 5):  

‘The chainsaw is pretty near a thing of the past. All the trees are felled now mechanically, 
either with a processor or with a single grip harvester that cuts the tree limbs and cuts the 
tree right at the stump, or feller-bunchers that cut them off and bunch them up, and then 
they come along with grapple skidders, and so more and more [harvesting operations] are 
at the point where they only need a chainsaw on very rare occasions...when I started, 
there was none of that.  It was all done manually with chainsaws.’   
 
 

 
Figure 19. ‘Modern forestry equipment’. Photo: Eastern Ontario Model Forest, 2012. Retrieved from  
http://www.eomf.on.ca/index.php?option=com_igallery&view=igcategory&id=1&Itemid=365# 

 

While there were men who challenged the benefits of these modernity shifts, it is also the 

case that modern forestry workers must negotiate a system of professionalisation within the 

industry which requires them to be GPS experts, technologically-advanced heavy-equipment 

operators, planners, accountants, managers, etc. It was often articulated that, ‘There are more 

http://www.eomf.on.ca/index.php?option=com_igallery&view=igcategory&id=1&Itemid=365
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technical people out there now... everything’s mechanised and it’s a lot more technical’ (Male 

Respondent, 9). While some mourn the loss of the chainsaw and axe, others relish in the 

entrepreneurial zeal of contemporary forest business ownership. Regardless of technological 

preference, however, the logger culture is losing hegemony and giving way to a stronger 

managerial and tech-savvy culture. In terms of identity construction, this shift masculinity 

highlights the fluidity of gendered identities in relation, for example, to changing ideas of skill 

and success in contemporary resource and agricultural work (Little, 2002).  

With forestry work being for many men ‘all they know’, shifts in definitions of work and, 

perhaps more importantly, loss of employment in the forestry sector threatened many men’s 

sense of self, resulting in what Donna Davis (2000) termed a ‘crisis of masculinity’. Indeed, 

forestry businesses lament the increasing difficulties of finding young men willing to do the 

work, saying things like ‘Yeah, you can’t get no one to work for you...there’s no one, especially 

with experience cutting trees by hand’ (Male Respondent, 2) and ‘we need these younger people, 

that’s one thing we’re really lacking is younger people coming into the industry’ (Male 

Respondent, 5). 

According to owners, acceptance of a seasonal lifestyle was also on the decline among 

young men, resulting in forestry companies, which have always operated on a seasonal basis, 

struggling to remain open year round, not only to recover ever-increasing operational costs, but 

also to keep good workers working. Such concerns are reflected in the following comment of 

one forest company owner (Male Respondent, 7): 

‘You have to keep your employees working 12 months of the year. In my grandfather’s 
day, lots of those guys you’d hire to work in the woods were farmers, so they’d work for 
you in the winter and farm in the summer...they always had something else to do. Now if 
we don’t keep them employed, they leave.’  
 

Many seasoned forestry workers lamented the fact that ‘with the loss of so many young 

men, comes the loss of their skills, possibly forever’ (Male Respondent, 2). Forestry workers also 

stressed that this was not simply an economic crisis - with ‘guys born on the job’ (Male 
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Respondent, 7) and it being ‘all they know’ (Male Respondent, 9), many worried that the so-

called lumberjack was itself a ‘dying breed’ (Male Respondent, 12). Since the first Crown licenses 

were sold in the area over 150 years ago, forestry has been an ‘old boys club’ (Male Respondent, 

11). Today, however, the average age of this club is getting older (Stats Canada, 2006 in M-L 

Forest Management Plan, 2011-2021, ‘Socioeconomic Supplementary Document’, p. 41). 

Coupled with the high costs of professionalisation, mechanisation and modernisation conditions, 

this situation is worsening as many young men find that forestry work is no longer a viable job 

choice. In many forestry families, for instance, children were being dissuaded by both parents 

from entering the trade, exacerbating the closure of patrilineal small-scale forestry businesses. 

One forest company owner states (Male Respondent, 6):  

‘I hope [my kids] do something else. I hope that they’re not involved in the industry. It’s 
just, you know, the lumber business has been a tough business the last few years and it’s, 
you know...a business that is traditionally been up and down, but right now it’s a really 
hard way of life.’ 
 

There were examples where the present generation was working hard to maintain the 

family business, but in a number of cases the multi-generational forestry firm was closing, 

resulting in significant shifts in definitions of masculinity and occupation identity occurring. 

Layoffs and forest company closures do not simply impact those employed in the sector. After 

more than 150 years of forest-sector dependence, the forest industry is deeply embedded in the 

social and economic fabric of rural life. Hence, in times of forest sector decline, local businesses 

(e.g. gas stations, garages, grocery stores, restaurants, large-equipment dealers, etc.) are also 

negatively impacted. This in turn hampers municipal revenue generation and thus community 

service provision, adversely affecting all rural residents. This socio-economic forest dependence 

was poignantly articulated by owners, who stated: ‘Without the forest industry these 

communities are done’ (Male Respondent, 1), and ‘...the less work that’s being done, the less 

money, and it’s sad...you’re talking about poverty and if people don’t have enough money to 

provide the necessities for their kids and themselves, it’s sad’ (Make Respondent, 4). 
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Additionally, it was said that, ‘There’s a lot of mechanics, there’s a lot of people that sell parts, 

the truck dealer, tire guys...they all depend on the forest industry...without it, there would be a 

big impact’ (Male Respondent, 7), and (Male Respondent, 5): 

‘In Renfrew County, I’m pretty sure 50% or more of the economy is based on [forestry 
sector work]. People working here, you know they’re buying groceries, they’re buying 
clothing, they’re going to the theatre and the restaurants... if there’s no work for them the 
people disappear.’ 

 

Indeed, forest sector transformations and rural decline, resulting in a lack of work 

options and economic security, have left many rural residents struggling. A number of long-term 

residents indicated, for instance, that growing up, work was never difficult to find, but that 

declines in forestry, as well as other primary industries (i.e. mining), coupled with challenges in 

the tourism sector during periods of economic downturn, have left many rural families 

financially stressed (KFL&A Public Health, 2010, p. 32). In a number of towns and villages, 

restaurants, gas stations, post offices, schools, mines, lodges and forestry businesses have either 

laid-off workers or closed, leaving the residents of these rural communities severely impacted. 

A further pressure of primary sector restructuring and rural decline was that husbands 

and/or fathers left to find work elsewhere. This means their families must also leave or deal with 

an absent husband and/or father as they travel long distances for work (e.g. forestry in northern 

Ontario), usually living away from home for extended periods of time. While women also seek 

work outside the community, particularly as men struggle to retain primary sector jobs, both 

report that it was men who most often leave in search of employment and women who stay to 

take care of the children. 

Women’s Lives after Two Centuries of Patriarchal Relations   

Some women accepted their primary role in the home as part and parcel of a rural 

lifestyle (i.e. since settlement, forestry workers have had to be away from home for extended 

periods of time), and others chose to stay home as the primary caregiver while their husbands 
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work (locally or away). However, a number of women have also raised concerns with this 

situation, citing numerous socio-economic constraints that exacerbate conditions. After almost 

two centuries of patriarchal community relations, which favoured men’s labour in the public 

sector, women continued to have a very difficult time finding well-paid jobs in rural, eastern 

Ontario. Indeed, women were most often found in part-time jobs in the service sector (e.g. 

restaurants, grocery stores, hospitality), and they continue to earn approximately 10,000 dollars 

less than men in a region where household incomes were already some of the lowest in the 

province (Statistics Canada, 2006 as cited in KFL&A Public Health, 2010, p. 39-40). As a result, 

women continued to experience issues around economic security and independence. Where 

women were able to find better-paying work, opportunities were limited and roles continued to 

reflect those often associated with women such as secretarial positions (e.g. forestry), health care 

and social services, as well as work in the educational sector (KFL&A Public Health, 2010, pp. 

46-47).  

While high school graduation levels were up in the region, educational attainment levels 

were still some of the lowest in Ontario (KFL&A Public Health, 2010, p. 44). Furthermore, the 

idea that higher education equates to lower socio-economic risk is not always the case. For 

instance, even though women were more likely than men to have a post-secondary education 

(outside of trade school), they still earned significantly less than men (KFL&A Public Health, 

2010, pp. 64-65). Moreover, the majority of single-parent families were female-headed (80% 

locally, as cited in KFL&A Public Health, 2010, p. 39), with these families reported to have some 

of the province’s highest prevalence of low-income status (19.8%, as cited in KFL&A Public 

Health, 2010, p. 65). Thus, with income levels in a number of communities already some of the 

lowest in the province, declines in the forest sector and gendered income gaps are particularly 

concerning.   

Rural residents were also grappling with the impacts of neoliberal shifts, which have left 

municipalities burdened with increased service-provision costs (e.g. law enforcement, fire, 
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ambulance and public works, as cited in KFL&A Public Health, 2010, p.112). With so many 

rural communities already heavily reliant on volunteers, local residents were forced to provide 

further essential services (such as first response – a volunteer fire and ambulatory service), as 

well as to support community well-being services (e.g. libraries, elderly support, school activities, 

host fairs, etc.). The need for volunteers was detailed by one local woman who stated, ‘...lots of 

volunteers are needed to keep the halls running and the school....to keep the communities going 

you have to rely on community support...same with the school...they have to raise a lot of money 

through events for trips and to buy new computers or whatever the school needs, because the 

budget isn’t there for those things anymore’ (Female Respondent, 5). 

Women, in their role as primary community caretaker, invested large amounts of time 

providing these services, as well as fighting to retain them. For instance, of the women 

interviewed, 83% were volunteers in their community, investing anywhere from 5 to 15 hours 

per week, and most belonged to a number of clubs/associations (e.g. The Lions Club, Recreation 

Committees, Library Board, Senior’s Advisory Committee, Ambulance Network, Food Banks, 

etc.). Women discussed hosting numerous fund raising events, community gatherings, fairs, etc. 

Men were also found volunteering in their communities; however, questions about rural well-

being were most often redirected to women, and it was women, in addition to the elderly, who 

were found leading the majority of community events (planning, organising, running activities). 

While stay-at-home mothers and retirees perhaps have more ‘flexible’ schedules and thus are able 

to invest more freely in community well-being, gendered discourses found in rural patriarchal 

community relations construct the home as the realm of women, and their primary role as 

childcare provider and community caretaker. These same hierarchical constructions of gender 

that value men’s work leave women with few well-paying jobs and minimal childcare options. 

Thus, women, as pillars of the home and community, are particularly burdened by forestry sector 

restructuring and rural decline. 
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Bodily Impacts of Forest Sector Restructuring & Rural Decline 

Declines in work availability, poverty and stigma around not having work were found to 

be vital stressors harming rural bodies, with these conditions cited by shelter and outreach 

workers as significant in issues of substance abuse and physical violence. In terms of substance 

abuse, increases in prescription drug abuse were particularly concerning. While issues around 

alcohol abuse date back to early settlers’ accounts of forestry-community relations, present-day 

health reports highlight the ongoing nature of this problem. Findings show a decline in the 

number of low-risk users (i.e. those only consuming one or two alcoholic beverages at a time). 

While similar trends were found in Ontario, declines in the number of low-risk users in eastern 

Ontario were double that of the rest of the province, with men found to drink more frequently 

and consume greater levels of alcohol than women (KFL&A Public Health, 2010, p.115-116). 

Outreach and shelter workers also cited high levels of community poverty, lack of work 

options, the seasonal nature of work available, as well as isolation as key determinants in 

escalating levels of violence. For instance, incidences of domestic violence were found to be 

highest in winter, when seasonal employment availability was lowest; this was also a time of high 

isolation due to poor weather and road conditions. Additionally, a number of local women did 

not have a driver’s license, leaving them isolated and potentially unable to flee an abusive 

situation, thus particularly at risk. Of further concern, was the issue of social stigma, with local 

women saying ‘word travels fast’ (Female Respondent, 9), and thus local gossip was considered 

an important variable potentially deterring women from leaving an abusive situation. This 

stigmatisation was thought to be especially problematic for women with (or whose husbands’ 

have) long-standing family histories in the area. The prevalence of guns in the home was also an 

important factor in terms of fear and personal safety. Indeed, almost all rural men identified as 

hunters (at some point in their lives) and stories of men’s hunting trips were ubiquitous. While 

guns were viewed by many men and women as tools for protection and sustenance provision, 

the threat of guns in the home was a concern raised by a number women, as well as shelter and 
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outreach workers. Moreover, local shelters were hours away (only two servicing the entire region 

– one in Renfrew and the other in Lennox & Addington County), and outreach workers’ 

caseloads often at maximum capacity; while service provision was available, it was not always 

accessible. Together, then, these rural socio-economic conditions are understood as important 

material and discursive factors potentially impeding women from protecting themselves from 

danger. 

Gendered Constructions of Forestry Work  

While perhaps unevenly, both women and men contribute to gendered occupational 

discourses and material realities that define opportunities and constraints in the forest sector. 

Men maintain their dominance over the trade through the hiring of women predominately as 

secretaries, clerics and bookkeepers, not labourers and managers, thus shaping the gendered 

occupational identities of forest sector work. Such discourses were found, for example, in the 

following statement (Male Respondent, 1): 

‘And, because of mechanisation...there’s more paper work now, computers and [women] 
are all really good at that. It’s not the heavy slugging...there are a few that are tougher, but 
the majority not. There are a lot of women truck drivers though, especially out of 
Quebec. I think it’s fine, but it’s an awful lifestyle for a lady, especially if you want to 
have a family some day. But when they’re young it’s fine.’  
 

 These discourses not only highlighted the gendered occupational boundaries of forest 

sector work, but also suggested the appropriate vocational activities for married and unmarried 

women, thereby continuing the tradition of confining women to the home or secretarial desk, at 

the very least, not the forest or manufacturing floor. The suggestion that women who chose 

labour-intensive work were somehow different from other women was also found in comments 

describing female labourers (e.g. those working in the lumberyard, on the line and as truck 

drivers) as ‘…not your typical woman…if you know what I mean’ (Male Respondent, 1). The 

perceived difference contributes to stereotypes of the female labourer as ‘butch’/’queer’ and thus 
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functioning outside expected norms of not only femininity and appropriate, gendered behaviour, 

but also heteronormative boundaries. 

Not all forest company owners perpetuated gendered constraints around forestry work, 

hiring women as manufacturers and lumberyard workers, lauding their skills in carpentry, and 

describing them as ‘extremely skilled workers’ (Male Respondent, 5). More often than not, 

however, when a woman was able to find a position ‘on the line’ she was one of few, meaning 

the better-paying, highly-skilled labour jobs continued to be dominated by men.  

These gendered occupational relations, however, have not gone uncontested. Rural 

women have resisted the actions, events and people which deem them ‘out of place’ in the forest 

sector. Having spent centuries on the margins of forestry work, women were challenging their 

segregation from the sector and finding their way into the ‘old boys’ club’ through their 

management and ownership of forestry businesses. Yet once ‘allowed’ in, women must continue 

to fight gendered biases that confine their work, for instance, to the handling of ‘low-grade’ 

wood such as poplar and birch - trees historically constructed by men as ‘garbage’ forest-

products (Male Respondent, 1). Thus, while women have made headway into the forest industry, 

gendered hierarchies of power and constructions of work - reinforced through historical and 

present-day definitions of place – continue to marginalise women within the industry. 

Women were breaking down these occupational barriers in other ways, such as in their 

roles as bookkeepers and accountants for the family forestry business. This work, however, was 

often considered informal, and in times of economic uncertainty, unpaid. Moreover, forestry 

businesses continue to be passed from father to son (or another male relative), leaving women 

on the margins of business ownership, management and forestry work. 

Gendered Constructions of Community, Home & Forests 

Gendered forest discourses that define men and women’s identities, roles and relations 

were also found in constructions of community, home and the forests. When asked for their 
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thoughts on community conditions, for instance, men would often say, ‘talk to my wife, she’s the 

one who knows about that stuff’ (Male Respondent, 10). Historically, women have supported 

this notion of community caretaker through their own discourses, which focus on well-being in 

the home, community and family. In attempts to discuss community well-being with individual 

woman, however, responses were often, ‘talk to my husband…he’s the talker’ (Female 

Respondent, 2). Thus, with women established as experts of community and family affairs, yet 

potentially unwilling/unable to contribute their thoughts, concerns around community and 

family continue to be marginalised in discussions of rural well-being.  

Women also continued to be complicit in gender constructions that located their place in 

the home. In the 1950s, for instance, the top priority of the local WI was sponsoring a Girls’ 

Club of Cloyne (WI Meeting Minutes, September 1954, ‘Girls’ Club of Cloyne’; WI Meeting 

Minutes, 1957, ‘No help beyond Girls’ Club, then city hall’). At these clubs, girls were instructed 

in the art of homemaking and given insights on their future roles as women in the home. In the 

1960s, women were again defining their role in the home through their sponsorship of a 4H 

Homemaking Club for girls (WI Meeting Minutes, December 1966, ‘4H Homemaking Club 

sponsored’). Meanwhile local newspapers provided a ‘wife preservers’ section that detailed 

housecleaning tips for women (see Figure 20), and reported on the ‘reading of lovely poems’ at a 

local women’s church group (Tweed News, 1962, ‘District Women’s Activities’), thereby 

contributing to these constructions of rural womanhood. Thus, women both supported and 

shaped the definitions of femininity that located their so-called ‘rightful’ place in the home.   

Women also use their powerful role as pillars of the community to challenge these 

gendered discourses. In the 1950s WI women moved to call each other by their ‘Christian 

names’ at meetings (WI Meeting Minutes, May 1952; WI Meeting Minutes, September, 1956). Up 

to this point, women were most often identified in the WI notes by their husbands’ full name 

(e.g. ‘Mrs. Jim Smith’). In using their own names, women challenged deeply embedded power 

dynamics which linked their identity with her husband’s property. The practice of using their 
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husbands’ full names continued, however, well into the 1980s, suggesting such identity 

constructions were not so easily dismantled. Further examples of women challenging gendered 

identity constructions were found in present-day efforts to redistribute household chores. 

Women suggested, for instance, that role distribution today is determined more on the basis of 

want, desire, talent and respect, whereas in the past, restrictive role constructions were based on 

notions of femininity that defined certain activities as inappropriate for women (e.g. chopping 

wood, home repair, etc.). In present-day interviews, it was also found that more families now rely 

on two incomes (some by choice, some by necessity), which means both men and women work 

outside the home. Moreover, some women stated that many husbands today are more involved 

in childcare. Observations of present conditions suggested, however, that women are still, for the 

most part, the primary childcare provider. If they do work outside the home, women were most 

often still responsible for household chores, leaving them with a double-work burden. 

 
Figure 20. ‘Wife Preservers’. Photo: Tweed News, 1962, p. 7. 

 

Constraining discourses of femininity, highlighted above, were mirrored by women’s 

constructions of masculinity and men’s relationship with the forests. In the 1960s, for instance, 

WI women supported a 4H Forestry Club for boys (WI Meeting Minutes, November, 1964, 

‘Support for 4H Forestry Club’), and in the 1970s they continued these gendered definitions in 

their support of a ‘Wolf Club’ for boys (WI Meeting Minutes, 1979, ‘Donation to Wolf Club’). 
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Constructions of gender that influence patterns of inclusion and exclusion were also 

found in women’s dynamic relationship with the forests. As demonstrated by their presence in 

the forests throughout this history, women enjoyed a relationship with nature. Their work (both 

formal and informal), roles in the community and home, as well as recreational activities, 

however, positioned them as ‘soft’ forest users compared to men and masculinised 

conceptualisations of nature. Thus, like ‘other’ forest users, women were impacted by 

masculinised, hegemonic constructions of the forest landscape.  

This history of ‘persuasion’ is found in the patriarchal legacy of forests, where men and 

their power over forest industry and knowledge production discourses have dominated 

constructions of the forests and their use. For instance, shifts in power relations that saw parcels 

of the forests turned into protected, recreational spaces were also highly gendered. Indeed, forest 

management documents detail largely masculinised activities, such as hunting, trapping, 

snowmobiling and fishing in far greater number than any other mode of forest use besides 

camping (M-L FMP, 2011-2021, p. 52, 61-62; OMNR, n.d., Park/Plan Management: 1850-1965, p. 

17, 18, 40, 41, 46, 50, 53, 56, 57, 61, 62, 65, 66, 69, 70, 72, 74, 78, 81). Therefore, while power to 

construct the landscape shifted in this period of sustainability, the forests remained gendered (see 

Figure 21).    

Indeed, the forested landscape has long been established as a masculinised space, not 

only through men’s dominance over forest use, but also in their representations of women’s 

involvement in forest-based activities, like hunting. For instance, it was said (Male Respondent, 

4): 

‘Hunting camps are kind of rougher, and you just have men together...you’ll have 
instances where there’s people with their wives, but by and large it’s a men thing. And for 
a woman to go and stay...maybe she doesn’t feel as comfortable because it’s a rougher 
crowd. Not to say some women don’t fit in with a rougher crowd...’ (Male Respondent, 
4).  
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Figure 21. ‘Welcome Hunters’. Sign posted outside a gas station 
during the 2013 autumn hunting season, North Frontenac 
township. With men dominating all hunting activities, the signage 
highlights the prioritisation of masculinised forms of forest use. 
Photo: Dawn Dietrich, 2013.   

 

Women contributed to these constructions in the marginalisation of their own forest 

relations. For example, when asked about the forests, women would often suggest talking to 

their husbands, saying ‘he’s the one who knows about that stuff’ (Female Respondent, 7). In 

doing so, women maintained the idea that men belong in the forests, further defining women’s 

relationship with nature as marginal. This acceptance and support of masculinised forest 

constructions resulted in certain forms of forest use, particularly ‘soft’ approaches, being 

marginalised, thus impacting not only forest relations, but also forest policy and planning 

processes. 

Despite these gendered constructions, women were found in the woods. In both the past 

and present, women were found gathering firewood, collecting maple syrup, and picking berries 

(an activity that has declined with shifts in forestry that have reduced the number of clear-cuts 

and thus berry growth). While only a few hunted, many enjoyed hiking, snowshoeing, bird 

watching and photography. Women also have had a long history of forest knowledge production 

which dates back to their roles as midwives and healers, when they relied heavily on vast stores 
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of knowledge regarding local flora (Brown, 1974, p. 121; Crossley, 1989, p. 4-6; Flieler, 1976, p. 

17-18). 

In conclusion, shifts in discursive and material constructions of sustainability found in 

forest policy, industry and forest landscape dynamics reshaped rural eastern Ontario’s gendered 

forest identities, roles and relations. Conservationists, tourists, environmentalists, Indigenous 

peoples, trees, and other components of nature challenged government and industry hegemonic 

definitions of forest use and knowledge production discourses, thus  representing powerful 

actors influencing material and discursive transformations of the forests. While coalitions and 

antagonisms existed within these various groups and their co-constructions of the forested 

landscape, it is through these conflicts that a more pluralistic and holistic forest policy evolved. 

Sustainable forest policy shifts, coupled with neoliberalised, free-trade market conditions, 

have resulted in a restructured forest sector. With these transformations, modern forestry 

workers found themselves forced to negotiate a system of professionalisation within the industry 

which required them to be technologically-advanced heavy-equipment operators, GPS experts, 

planners, accountants, and managers. Traditional constructions of rural masculinity and forest-

business occupational identity were thereby redefined. Meanwhile, harvesting Crown forests 

according to the pluralistic social, economic and environmental goals of sustainability and 

endangered species legislation has been costly, especially for small-scale forestry companies that 

are less financially equipped to weather these regulatory and structural changes. This has resulted 

in local forestry companies not only fighting to maintain their legitimacy in a sustainable forest 

but also their presence in the landscape. The costs of harvesting the forests have forced many to 

lay off workers, reduce staff, or even close their doors permanently, leaving many men without 

work, and further unsettling definitions of rural masculinity. 

This ‘crisis of masculinity’, resulting from forest sector restructuring, also exacerbates 

rural community and family stress. Declines in work availability, poverty, as well as stigma 

around not having work (issues affecting many rural communities reliant on primary sector 
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work) were cited by shelter and outreach workers as significant stressors in issues of substance 

and physical abuse. In addition to these escalating health and safety concerns, rural communities 

also grappled with neoliberalised burdens of increased service provision costs (e.g. law 

enforcement, fire, ambulance and public works). With so many rural communities already heavily 

reliant on volunteers, these mounting responsibilities have been particularly challenging for those 

living in rural areas, especially women in their primary role as caretakers of community and 

home. While women make headway into the forest sector in this era of sustainability, gendered 

hierarchies of power and constructions of work continued to marginalise them within the 

industry. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION  

 

Collectively, the scholarship on rural resource communities in the Global North 

demonstrates that environmental policy and management processes, primary industries, natural 

landscapes, rural communities, households and bodies are all key sites across which temporally 

shifting discursive and material co-constructions of nature shape rural gendered dynamics of 

power (see, for example, Bavington et al., 2008; Bock & Shortall, 2006; Brandth, 2002; Brandth 

& Haugen, 2000, 2005, 2016; Bryant & Pini, 2009; Carter & Hill, 2007; Cloke & Creese, 1991; 

Davidson & Black, 2001; Davis, 2000; Dunk, 1991; Ekers, 2009; Iacovetta, 2007; Jones, 2011; 

Kay, 1991; Lidestav, 2000; Lidestav & Reed, 2010; Liepins, 1998; Little, 2002; MacDonald, Neis, 

& Murray, 2009; Mayes, 2013; Merchant, 1989, 1990; Mills, 2006, 2012; Morin et al., 2001; 

Morton, 2001; Perkins, 1998; Phillips, 1995; Reed, 2003; Rose, 1993; Sachs, 2006; Sandwell, 

2016; Scharff, 2003; Schrepfer, 2005; Seager, 2006; Taylor, 2008; Wilson, 2014; Woodward, 1998, 

2000). Yet, the concept of gender, when taken up in policy (and sometimes in research) is often 

treated descriptively, rather than theorised as relations of power (Alston, 2014; Arora-Jonsson, 

2014; Resurreccion & Elmhirst, 2008). The result being a paucity in understandings of why and 

how men and women in the Global North, like those in the Global South, come to be 

differentially impacted by the forces of environmental change. The goal of my research is to 

contribute to these conversations by demonstrating how gendered relations of power (men and 

women’s identities, roles, and relations) are shaped by material and discursive constructions of 

socionature (forest policy, industry and trees) in the Canadian resource community context. In 

order to comprehend the multitude of differences between men and women in resource-

dependent communities, the complex process of identity formation and the inequalities 

imbedded in society that contribute to these dynamics, I draw on and combine theoretical and 

practical tenets of feminist political ecology and environmental history. Together these subfields 
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provide the multiscalar tools necessary to analyse shifting co-constructions of gendered 

socionature.  

Feminist political ecology is important to my research, because analyses focus on the 

complex and dynamic social, political and ecological processes that shape gendered socionature 

relations of power, remaining vigilant to how both nature and gender come to be constructed, 

stabilised and materially realised across multiple scales of analysis (Harris, 2006; Hawkins & 

Ojeda, 2011; Hovorka, 2006; Jackson, 2006; Nightingale, 2006; Rocheleau & Edmunds, 1997; 

Schroeder, 1993; Sundberg, 2004). By applying feminist political ecology principles and practices 

to a study of rural resource communities in Canada, my work furthers understandings of 

gendered socionature relations of power in the context of the Global North, and builds upon 

insights brought forward by FPE, which is often focused on the Global South (Elmhirst, 2011; 

Hovorka, 2006; Nightingale, 2003, 2006, 2011; Reed & Christie, 2009; Rocheleau & Edmunds, 

1997; Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter, & Wangari, 1996; Schroeder, 2005). Not often overtly 

addressed in the feminist political ecology literature, however, is the importance of time in 

shifting constructions of gendered socionature relations (Resurreccion & Elmhirst, 2008; 

Rocheleau, 2008). For decades, environmental historians have demonstrated the ways patriarchal 

capitalist constructions of nature, as well as biophysical nature, interact and, in their interaction, 

shape gendered socionature relations of power over time. While findings highlight opportunities 

realised within structures of systemic inequality, these conditions most often result in differential 

gendered, classed and racialised constraints (Adeney Thomas, 2011; Carruthers, 2011; Demeritt, 

2002, 2006; Hughes, 2008; Iacovetta, 2007; Johnson, 2010; Kay, 1991; Leach & Green, 1995, 

1997; Loo, 2006; Melosi, 1995; Merchant, 1989, 1990, 2002; Mosley, 2006; Nash, 1999, 2005; 

Pyne, 2011; Raibmon, 2003; Sachs, 2006; Scharff, 2003; Taylor, 2008; Weisiger, 2009; Worster, 

1988). Despite the relevance and importance of gender analyses in environmental history, the 

concept remains largely divorced from historical considerations of socionature (Adeney Thomas, 

2011; Carruthers, 2011; Demeritt, 2002, 2006; Hughes, 2008; Iacovetta, 2007; Johnson, 2010; 
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Kay, 1991; Leach & Green, 1995, 1997; Merchant, 1989, 1990, 2002; Mosley, 2006; Nash, 1999; 

Nash, 2005; Pyne, 2011; Scharff, 2003; Worster, 1988). Thus, by combining the subfields of FPE 

and EH, my research enriches feminist political ecology with a context and historically situated 

approach not often explored in the scholarship, and responds to calls for greater attention to 

gender in environmental history.  

Empirically, my research addresses a gap in our understanding of Ontario’s forest use 

history: while much has been documented about the history of large-scale forestry in Canada, 

very little has been written about small-scale, family-owned operations, or women and their 

experiences of environmental change (Benidickson, 2011; Gills, 1974; Lee, 2006; Nelles, 1974; 

Sandwell, 2016).  

   The following sections detail the empirical, theoretical and methodological contributions 

of this historical feminist political ecology research, as well as limitations. Together, this overview 

highlights the importance of temporally and spatially situated research on gendered relations of 

power, revealing the dynamic ways these social conditions and processes are shaped by (and 

shape) co-constructions of socionature. 

7.1 Empirical Contributions  

This section details the key empirical contributions of an in-depth examination of forest 

policy, industry and forest landscape change and the impacts of these transformations on men’s 

and women’s lives in rural eastern Ontario. These findings provide an empirical illustration of 

gendered socionature relations of power within the Canadian rural resource community context. 

Furthermore, by applying a critical lens to these dynamics, this research broadens understandings 

of the ways forest policy, industry and forest dynamics shape gendered opportunities and 

constraints, as well as the ways gender is integral to environmental practices, imaginations and 

rural development. 
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Age of Exploitation, 1849-1906 

This era finds utilitarian constructions of forests dominating the 19th and early-20th 

century’s forest landscape. Government and industry, focused primarily on short-term gains, 

defined trees as disposable resources – exploitable inputs into capitalist modes of production. 

Devastated forests, however, were not the only outcome of this consumptive logic. Utilitarian 

constructions of forests also found their way into forest conservation efforts during this period. 

Indeed, initial efforts to conserve forests were wrapped up in an ideology of anthropocentric use, 

found in early forest fire protection that prioritised areas under license, and preservationist 

approaches that defined reserves as areas where pine was planted and protected for future forest 

industry use.  

These discursive and material constructions of nature also contributed to the 

marginalisation of Indigenous peoples who were systematically dispossessed from their lands, cut 

off from their hunting grounds and sacred spaces. In such a way, my research finds the forests of 

Ontario reflective of the physical manifestation and representation of shifts in power relations, 

with forests demonstrative of the priorities of the Province and forest industry, which defined 

the landscape according to their own advantage.   

But humans were not the only actors shaping forests. As demonstrated in this chapter, 

the decline of old-growth white pine was reflective of both the systematic (rather than accidental) 

tendency of capitalist societies to overexploit their natural-resource base and a product of the 

specific physical capacities of trees and their environments. For instance, while exploitive forest 

policies in the 19th century enabled the decline old-growth white pine, it was the physical 

attributes of these trees (e.g. size, shape, buoyancy, malleability, etc.) as well as their large 

numbers that made commercial forestry in the region a viable prospect. It was also the length of 

time (over 100 years) that it takes for the pines to reach maturity that eventually set limits on 

their production.  
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The gendered implications of these forest policy, industry and forest landscape co-

constructions are numerous. While primary industries provided men with much-needed work in 

rural eastern Ontario, my research finds that their dominance over production, business 

management, ownership and inheritance resulted in a highly masculinised forest landscape. With 

the forested landscape established as a masculinised space, processes of environmental change 

(i.e. primary industry restructuring), in turn, shaped definitions of masculinity. Indeed, initially 

defined as a commodified utility and thus exploitable resource, forests were a violent place: 

forestry workers fought both nature and each other in an ongoing battle against an ever-

dwindling resource.   

Women’s lives, seemingly separate from the forest industry, were also affected by 

discursive and material transformations of the forest landscape. As demonstrated in this era of 

exploitation, patriarchal systems of social organisation that valued men’s labour, power and 

property also established women’s place in the home. While their husbands were away, injured or 

even killed at logging camps, women were left with the entire responsibility of raising children 

and running the homestead. Inequitable forest conditions are complicated by the recognition 

that rural women were not mere victims of structural limitations but actively shaped gendered 

forest identities, roles and relations. Within the home, for instance, women (and men) 

contributed to and reinforced gendered norms and expectations by raising boys to be forestry 

workers, managers and income-generators, and women to support the industry through their 

roles as bearers of forestry workers and low-wage, feminised workers, thereby defining 

opportunities and constraints.  

Age of Sustained Yield, 1906-1947 

Findings from Chapter 5 demonstrate that with forests largely depleted in Ontario at the 

turn of the 20th century, the Province shifted to a sustain-yield policy paradigm, which 

constructed forests as quantifiable, agricultural units and trees like any other crop. This approach 
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relied on the sustained use of toxic pest control measures, ecologically-limiting fire suppression 

efforts and quantifiable, universal approaches applied to extraction endeavours. Of further 

importance to these findings on nature’s constitution were the ways forest stabilisation 

discourses and their associated material transformations were also rationalised through a 

quantifiable-forest system that increasingly relied on purportedly objective science to achieve 

capitalist production measures on a sustained-yield basis. Rather than preventing ecological 

breakdown, this chapter reveals that early efforts to restore the second-growth forest and other 

impacted species, reflect patriarchal, capitalist production discourses and patterns. These 

constructions prioritised forest industry use and thus reinforced the forested landscape as a space 

primarily for extraction. Indeed, maintaining resources (i.e. trees, deer, fish, fowl and other game) 

for human use, particularly those of ‘harvesters’ (men), was a primary driver behind shifts 

towards forest preservation via the quantification of nature.  

My research also finds the relational capacities of trees as crucial factors shaping the 

successes and failures of the sustained yield period. Following the systematic removal of eastern 

white pine in the mid- to late-19th century, fast-growing birch and poplar trees transformed the 

St. Lawrence Highlands landscape. These second-growth trees established themselves where pine 

once grew, shifting species composition and hampering forest production. Industry attempts to 

re-establish eastern white pine were, and continue to be, met with resistance, as trees, if not 

‘groomed’ by forestry workers (i.e. spaced, limbed and weeded accordingly), grow in a warped 

and limby manner, further limiting the conditions with which these trees can be utilised. In such 

a way, this research demonstrates the relational capacities of trees to transform not only forests 

but also forest industry growth and wealth production through seemingly routine processes. 

Further challenges to government and industry landscape constructions were found in 

the rise of the tourism movement at the turn of the 20th century. By this time, Eastern Ontario’s 

forests were a place wealthy Canadians and Americans went to escape the early pressures of city 

life, building hunting and fishing lodges, and nature retreats throughout the area. Middle- and 
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working-class vacationers were also found in increasing numbers at this time, represented by the 

growing number of camps, cottages and parks. Through their recreational use tourists actively 

challenged constructions of forests which had been defined primarily in terms of forest industry 

use. Of further importance are the increased opportunities of Indigenous peoples and 

conservationists, who also vied for power to define forest use at this time, eventually becoming 

key actors shaping a more holistic, equitable forest policy. 

Like in the previous era of exploitation, men and women’s lives were again transformed 

by shifts in the discursive and material co-constructions of forests in this period. Indeed, findings 

from the second empirical chapter illustrate that the sustained yield policy paradigm and its 

reliance on quantifiable science ushered in a new age of technology within the forest industry, 

and with it transformations in constructions of masculinity and forestry work ensued. Forestry 

workers - once identified as violent men exploiting nature - were redefined as entrepreneurs, 

dogged woodsmen and technologically-savvy heavy equipment operators. Furthermore, with the 

decline of ancient white pines, and the lumber and timber barons who relied on them, small-

scale, family-owned forestry firms were able to buy up licences to harvest Crown land, thus 

establishing themselves across eastern Ontario, satisfying local lumber mills, furniture stores, the 

local firewood market and the growing pulp-and-paper industry.  

While women’s lives continued to be shaped by patriarchal systems of social organisation 

found in forest policy, industry, community and household dynamics in the age of sustained 

yield, my research also finds that transformations in the forest sector created opportunities for 

women. Indeed, the rise of small-scale, family-owned forest companies shifted forest industry-

community relations, making space for women’s involvement and influence in the shaping of 

rural well-being. Through church groups and the rise of Women’s Institutes (WIs), women’s 

political clout broadened and with it their ability to raise community issues pertinent to them. 

The quantifying of forest landscapes and corresponding shifts in technology also resulted in 

more forest companies hiring women who filled the roles of cleric, stenographer and secretary. 
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Additionally, with the rise of forest-based tourism, women found work as housekeepers and 

cooks at local hunting and fishing lodges. Findings from this era therefore demonstrate that 

transformations in forest industry and forested landscape dynamics reshaped women’s 

engagement in the public sphere, particularly their involvement in rural community relations and 

forest sector work. 

Age of Sustainability, 1947-2013  

My research finds that while the age of sustainability was defined by transformations in 

power to construct forests, discourses of forest depletion and sustainability in the late 20th 

century, like those of decline, stabilisation and reforestation in the previous eras, continued to be 

used in problematic ways. Due to the hierarchical prioritisation of certain species – specifically 

those of socioeconomic importance - within a patriarchal capitalist market system, government 

and industry engaged in resource acquisition activities in times of depletion, such as dredging the 

region’s lakes for hemlock (a species largely exhausted), which ignored the negative impacts on 

aquatic conditions and other ecological components. Rather than preventing ecological 

breakdown, findings demonstrate that early efforts to stave off resource depletion reflected a 

history of maintaining resources (i.e. trees, deer, fish, fowl and other game) primarily for human 

use, specifically male hunters and harvesters. Thus, these sustainability measures served to 

reinforce the forested landscape as a masculinised space predominately used for extraction.  

While this chapter finds that concerns around resource depletion were a key driver 

behind eventual shifts toward a sustainable forest policy paradigm, a number of factors were also 

responsible for these transformations. Through awareness campaigns and the fostering of public 

support, environmental groups and Indigenous peoples also made significant progress in the 

advancement of social and environmental rights legislation in Ontario’s forests. These groups, 

therefore, are understood to be powerful actors pressuring the Province and forest industry to 

enact and uphold more pluralistic and sustainable environmental policies. Findings also 
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demonstrate that tourists and cottagers (largely dominated by white, middle-class urbanites) were 

also important stakeholders in the age of sustainability, challenging the hegemony of government 

and industry forested landscape constructions through their growing demands for the 

recreational use of forests. Together these groups have been crucial in transforming the 

management and regulation of Crown forests from an approach that prioritised industry use, to 

one that incorporated a more heterogeneous group of actors and diverse set of ecological values 

into planning and decision-making processes.  

Findings demonstrate, however, that inequitable socioeconomic dynamics still exist in 

Ontario’s forests. Indigenous peoples, for instance, continue to fight with the Province over un-

ceded forest territories (e.g. Pinery Provincial Park), forest industry pollution (e.g. Grassy 

Narrows mercury poisoning) and to have their needs fully incorporated into forestry planning 

processes (e.g. M-L FMP, 2011-2021). Of further concern is that, while both the Crown Forest 

Sustainability Act (1994) and the Endangered Species Act (2007) represent necessary forest-based 

policy shifts, these legislative transformations have also deeply affected small-scale forestry 

businesses who are ill-equipped financially to deal with corresponding forest sector restructuring 

costs. Indeed, my research shows that harvesting in accordance with these sustainability 

measures has been extremely difficult for small-scale forestry firms, particularly when coupled 

with the high costs of professionalisation and mechanisation associated with neoliberalised 

forestry sector shifts.  

Evidence suggests that the forest industry has not simply accepted these conditions and 

instead actively challenged the actors and legislative conditions that deem them out of place in 

the forests. By suggesting that species at risk could be potentially harmed, attempting to control 

forest knowledge production discourses in schools, challenging the legitimacy of climate change 

and endangered species studies, (de)valuing certain species, and discrediting environmental 

activists and their understanding of nature, forest company owners actively challenge the values 

and norms that they see as threatening their social license to harvest.  
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While concerning, forest industry threats to nature also demonstrate the power of 

nonhumans in the forested landscape. In this age of sustainability, trees and other components 

of nature are not simply acted on but continue to relationally shape forest production efforts, 

and thus the successes and failures of small-scale companies. Trees also represent key definers of 

place, co-constructing rural eastern Ontario as an ecological retreat, forest community and place 

of work. Given the ongoing relational capacity of nonhumans to co-construct the forested 

landscape, my research finds trees and other components of nature to be crucial actors in the 

region’s history of socionature dynamics.  

The gendered outcomes of shifts toward sustainable forest policies in the late-20th and 

early-21st centuries were numerous. First, my research shows that hegemonic constructions of 

rural masculinity and forest-business occupational identity were once again reshaped by forest 

sector restructuring. Rather than brawny men wielding chainsaws, modern forestry workers must 

negotiate a costly system of professionalisation within the industry that requires them to be 

technologically-advanced heavy-equipment operators, GPS experts, planners, accountants, and 

managers. Definitions of men as ‘breadwinners’ have also been unsettled. With a number of 

small-scale forestry firms unable to afford the high costs of forest sector restructuring, rural men, 

most often the primary-income provider, are left without work, further troubling definitions of 

rural masculinity.  

The ‘crisis of masculinity', however, does not solely affect men in the forest industry. 

Given the economic dependence of resource communities on the forest industry, restructuring 

processes that result in a lack of work negatively impact all community members. Indeed, losses 

trickle down to offshoot businesses dependent on the forest sector (e.g. mechanics, gas stations, 

heavy equipment dealers, etc.), furthering issues of outmigration that hurt all rural residents. 

Outmigration, coupled with increased municipal service provision costs, have left remaining rural 
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residents struggling to pay for waste, medical and infrastructural services, while also grappling 

with school, library, grocery store, gas station and restaurant closures. 

Findings from the age of sustainability also demonstrate that both women and men’s 

bodies are sites affected by environmental change. Present-day rural decline, which exacerbates 

rural stress (associated with a lack of primary-sector work options, community poverty and the 

instability of seasonal employment), is also a determinant in issues of depression, domestic 

violence and substance abuse. While these bodily risks and community concerns are not unique 

to rural society, rural men and women suffer uniquely from these issues (Alston, 1997, 2012; 

Warrington, 2001). My research finds rural women are at significant risk due to issues including 

lack of transportation (access to vehicle/drivers licences), lack of refuge (distance/capacity), 

financial security (no or low-paying work), the prevalence of guns (hunting culture) and the 

social stigma of community gossip. Meanwhile, for many rural men, primary-sector work is all 

they know and losses of employment trouble many men’s sense of self, resulting in crises of 

masculinity that in turn have the potential to lead to depression, substance abuse and tendencies 

toward violent behaviour.  

Of further concern are the ways these environmental changes, in terms of forest sector 

restructuring and associated rural decline, exacerbate inequitable, patriarchal relations. My 

research finds that present-day forestry firm closures which have resulted in men seeking 

employment elsewhere have left women further stressed in their role as primary caregiver. With 

their men away, women are responsible for not only childcare but also the functioning of the 

entire household, while also potentially maintaining a full- or part-time job. At the same time, 

women must provide community care. Due to issues of rural economic insecurity and increased 

service provisions costs, women, in their role as primary community caretaker, are required to 

contribute significant amounts of their time volunteering at schools, in libraries and at local food 

banks. Additionally, women are responsible for providing elder support, organising fundraising 
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events and fairs, while also contributing to essential service provision (e.g. first response) and 

fighting to maintain these services. Though men also contribute substantially to these volunteer 

efforts and all residents are impacted by rural decline, it has been women in their prescribed roles 

as primary caretaker and pillars of the community who are particularly burdened by these rural 

transformations.  

Where work is still available in the forest industry, gendered occupational discourses and 

material realities define opportunities and constraints. While segregation in the workforce has 

declined over the past half century, gender continues to be a strong determinant of occupation in 

Eastern Ontario’s small-scale forest companies. Men maintain dominance over ownership, 

management and general labour, leaving women as bookkeepers, clerics and secretaries. While 

men are also bound by gendered constructions of work and masculinity, they continue to 

experience more independence, economic security and opportunity in their role as primary-

income earner. Through these occupational boundaries of gendered work, appropriate 

vocational activities for women and men are reinforced. Moreover, since ‘women’s work’ is often 

devalued and underpaid, occupational gender segregation has resulted in economic disadvantages 

for women in the paid work force (Cohen & Huffman, 2003). While it is perhaps the case that 

some women are simply not interested in labour–intensive forestry work, a lack of good-paying 

jobs in the region suggests other factors are also at play. Most particularly, the history of 

women’s exclusion from skill development, inheritance and work opportunities in the forest 

sector that have contributed to their marginalisation from production, decision-making processes 

and policy development.  

Women, however, have contested these gendered occupational relations, resisting the 

actions, events and people which deem them ‘out of place’ in the forest sector. Indeed, after 

spending centuries on the margins of forestry work, women are challenging their segregation 

from the sector and finding their way into the ‘old boys’ club’ through their management and 

ownership of forestry businesses. To become a ‘proper’ owner, however, women must not only 
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inherit the land and business but also tackle masculinised workplaces that favour male 

communicators and experts, thus overcome the masculine hegemony of forestry work and 

forestry culture. 

Yet a focus on patriarchal structures alone ignores the ways women have been complicit 

in reinforcing gendered roles and relations. Through their support of forestry clubs for boys and 

homemaking for girls, as well as their policing of gender in the home, women maintain their 

place in the home and men’s place in the forest. These constructions not only contribute to 

gendered relationships with nature (i.e. ‘soft’ vs. ‘hard’ forest uses) but also affect who is 

eventually involved in forest policy development, decision-making processes, as well as forest 

business ownership.  

Men and women also actively challenge these gendered identities, roles and relations. 

Present-day efforts to redistribute household chores, for example, marks an important shift away 

from constraints in gendered role distribution - from those based on essentialised notions of 

femininity or masculinity to activities being conducted based on desire, talent and respect. This 

has resulted in men, for instance, taking on more prominent childcare roles and women feeling 

free to work outdoors if that is how they choose to contribute. Consequently, both men and 

women experience greater independence in their (re)productive work. This shift has come about 

through the efforts of both men and women challenging restrictive gender discourses and role 

constructions that establish the home as the realm of women and binds men to the realm of paid 

work. Women, however, are still most often the primary childcare providers, and with many 

women also employed outside the home they are left with a double-work burden.  

7.2 Theoretical Contributions 

The above empirical insights on gendered socionature dynamics contribute to the rural 

resource community literature in the Global North, demonstrating the ways shifting co-

constructions of forest policy, industry and forests have shaped (and continue to shape) 
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gendered identities, roles and relations in rural eastern Ontario. These shifting relations of power 

not only determine how resources are used, distributed and controlled in the forest sector but 

also co-construct the differential gendered impacts of environmental change. The following 

section highlights the theoretical contributions of applying a hybrid, multiscalar analytical lens 

that combines tenets of feminist political ecology and environmental history to analyses of 

gendered socionature relations of power. By combining these analytical tools, my research 

provides feminist political ecology with a historical case study from a region not often 

emphasised in the literature and offers a nuanced, critical analysis of gender to environmental 

history, while also illuminating a form of socionature that takes seriously nature’s transformative 

capacities. First explored is the concept of socionature, detailing the multifaceted discursive and 

material processes and conditions that combine to create this configuration of nature that is both 

social and natural. Following this theoretical discussion of nature’s co-constitution, these 

discursive and material conditions are explored in relation to the ways they shape (and are 

shaped by) gendered relations of power across time and space.   

Socionature (Forest Policy, Industry & Trees) 

Historical analyses of nature’s discursive and material constitution matter because they 

reveal who has power to construct what kinds of nature(s), to what ends, how these relations 

shift over time and with what societal and ecological effects (Castree, 2001, p. 3). In 

deconstructing nature’s discursive and material co-construction, the ways knowledge is 

manufactured by certain people, rather than being a passive reflection of reality, are unearthed 

(Demeritt, 2002). In such a way, nature can never be fully understood in the absence of the 

discourses that condition it (Escobar, 1996). My research finds that the Province and forest 

industry have long maintained hegemony over nature’s discursive and material co-construction. 

As a visibly extractive industry, the forest sector has relied on the discursive and material 

commodification of nature. In an effort to legitimise production, however, the management and 
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regulation of forestry (like all primary industries) in Ontario have had to rely increasingly on the 

deployment of sustainability narratives to maintain their social license to operate (Bridge & 

McManus, 2000; Moffat, Lacey, Zhang & Leipold, 2016; Wyatt, 2016). Indeed, as demonstrated 

in the empirical chapters, forest policy in Ontario has transformed from defining forests as an 

exploitable, inexhaustible resource in the mid-19th and early-20th centuries, to one that needed to 

be sustained for future forest industry use in the early- to mid-20th century, and finally as a 

resource requiring a comprehensive model of sustainable development in the late-20th and early-

21st centuries. These shifts in nature’s management and regulation not only constitute a growing 

emphasis on sustainability narratives, they also reflect the continuity of forests as a ‘resource’ – a 

commodity of primarily economic importance, as well as cultural, social and ecological value.  

The bias distorting these sustainability narratives is exposed through a temporal 

deconstruction of forested landscape representations. In the age of sustainability, for instance, 

both the tradition of overharvesting that led to the depletion of species, such as hemlock (among 

many other species), and efforts to ‘sustain’ the few remaining trees for deer were constructed 

through a masculinised, capitalist agenda of greater economy and efficiency. For centuries, both 

hemlock and deer were essential components of forest-based policy processes, demonstrating 

their historical significance. Their value in the ecosystem, however, was realised through an 

anthropocentric lens, which constructed both trees and deer as ‘resources’ – objects for human 

use. This anthropocentric valuing was also patriarchal and capitalist, with the ‘harvesting’ of trees 

and deer both primary facets of rural masculinity since the area was established. Indeed, findings 

show that a number of men’s everyday lives were connected to forest sector activity and forest-

based tourism, as well as recreational use and subsistence hunting. With trees and deer important 

local commodities (e.g. forestry products, hunting lodges, guided hunts, meat, fur/pelts, etc.), 

forest companies and resource managers prioritised their efforts on preserving these resources. 

But in manufacturing this capitalist and masculinist nature, others’ needs were marginalised, 
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particularly so-called ‘lower’ life-forms and modes of forest use not considered economically 

valuable. Together, these findings suggest that this form of ‘sustainable’ resource management 

avoided fundamental questions about the social construction of resource scarcity, the social 

limits of resource access and the pervasive belief that resources were but means to humans ends 

(Castree, 1997, 2001, 2005, p. 100; Cronon, 1995; Demeritt, 1994, 2002; Harvey, 1974; Howitt & 

Suchet-Pearson, 2006; Smith, 1980; Hughes, 2008; Willems-Braun, 1997).  

Reforestation discourses, chronologically presented in each empirical chapter, and their 

associated material transformations, also reflect a masculinised, resource production bias. Indeed, 

efforts to replant forests have long been reflective of the economic priorities of forest industry 

use. Reductionist approaches applied to replanting (i.e. rationalised, monocultural pine 

plantations) also failed to challenge the root problem of forest landscape degradation: highly 

ecologically destructive, yet economically productive, forestry practices. Thus, I argue that 

perhaps resource management, informed by a capitalist agenda of production, is an ecologically 

irrational system given its capacity to generate environmental problems as part of its normal 

functioning (Castree, 1997, 2005; Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, 2006; Smith, 1980). 

While my historical analysis of socionatural conditions demonstrates that forest policy 

regulations have broadened from simply getting logs to market as efficiently as possible, this 

work also finds trees (and other components of nature) still largely understood as either 

resources to be maintained for recreational purposes (e.g. hiking, camping, hunting, fishing, etc.) 

or as disposable, exploitable inputs into capitalist modes of forest production. In such a way, 

sustainable forest policy shifts continue to reflect capitalist hierarchies of use that define nature 

in terms of its productivity - as a commodity providing both raw material and recreational 

capital, thus economic utility. Moreover, it is argued that these discursive, hierarchical 

representations of nature, and their material manifestations, leave minimal room for effective 

forest preservation. Indeed, attempts to replant forests are still wanting, with Crown forested 

areas today only being 10-17% of what they were prior to the start of intensive harvesting in the 
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mid-19th century (OMNR, 2014, ‘Ontario’s protected areas summary statistics’). Furthermore, 

these hierarchical representations of nature also contribute to the marginalisation of Indigenous 

peoples, who continue to challenge their systematic removal from their hunting grounds and 

sacred spaces. Thus, findings suggest that coupling capitalist modes of production with 

ecological preservation is perhaps an inherently unsustainable condition, given that the 

hierarchical valuing of actors/objects within the system remain (Castree, 2005; Howitt & Suchet-

Pearson, 2006). 

 While I demonstrate how government and industry have historically maintained 

hegemony over discursive and material landscape constructions, this research also highlights the 

dynamic nature of power (Campbell, 2000; Gillis, 1974; Hedican, 2013; Killan, 1993; 

MacEachern, 2003; Savigny, 1997; Willems-Braun, 1997). Insights into the ways various actors 

competed for power to define forests are found in conservationist, tourist, environmentalist and 

Indigenous peoples’ discourses, which challenge government and industry hegemonic forested 

landscape constructions. First, the tourism and conservationism movements in the late-19th and 

early-20th centuries called for better protection and broader use of Ontario’s forests, movements 

used by government to rationalise and commit public funding to the replanting as well as the 

preservation of Crown forests. Next were the publicity and public support campaigns 

undertaken by environmentalists starting in the 1960s and 1970s and by Indigenous peoples in 

the 1970s and 1980s. While initially focused on general issues of access, use, pollution and 

resource depletion, findings suggest that the focus shifted in the 1980s and 1990s to issues of 

anthropogenic environmental change – the notion that humans were responsible for, and the 

solution to, environmental issues such as resource exhaustion. A key difference from the 1960s 

and 1970s wave of environmental concern was that by the 1980s and early 1990s, philosophers, 

historians of ideas and political analysts had had more than two decades to fashion coherent 

moral doctrines for the conservation and preservation of the nonhuman world (Castree, 2005). 
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Thus, priorities shifted to examinations of the social relations, values and norms that led to 

certain inequitable relations and transformations of nature, rather than simply how best to deal 

with resource decline and depletion - conditions also discursively and materially constructed.  

I argue, however, that tourists, cottagers and environmentalists (like any group) must be 

honest about the source of their beliefs. These constructions can, and do, often reflect the 

concerns of certain users – largely white, middle-class urbanites who wish to experience ‘real 

nature’ as they hike, camp, ski or kayak in wilderness areas. While on the surface, perhaps, these 

activities appear less materially destructive, such a view ignores the fact that urbanites and their 

constructions of the forested landscape are not simply protecting but also shaping the forests 

through their discursive, hierarchical valuing of certain species (e.g. old-growth trees) and spaces 

(e.g. lakefront property). While this argument might be understood as ‘anti-nature’, its purpose is 

to shed light on the ways that ideas and uses of nature do not emerge from simple, passive 

wilderness, but are imposed upon parts of the forested landscape by certain cultures that have in 

many cases forgotten the particularity and constructedness of their values (Cronon, 1995).  

The often competing government, industry, tourist, conservationist, environmentalist 

and Indigenous peoples’ discourses of forests draws attention to another key issue demonstrated 

in my research: that ideas of nature are battlegrounds, where dominant and subordinate groups 

in any society confront one another (Castree, 2005). These competing, temporally shifting 

discourses further demonstrate the fluidity of power, with rival discourses emerging over time; 

thus, contested definitions of nature are an important matter. In the face of direct-action and 

publicity campaigns by environmentalists, Canadian forestry firms have had to manage 

alternative constructions of forests that challenge their social license to operate (Bridge & 

McManus, 2000; Moffat et al., 2016; Wyatt, 2016). As demonstrated in the age of sustainability, 

forest companies in eastern Ontario acted to counter what they considered to be pro-

environment/anti-logging sentiments being taught in schools. They also attempted to 

delegitimise climate change and endangered species science, as well as campaigned in the media 
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and in their communities, fighting the discourses that threatened their access to forests and 

forest production.  

This struggle, however, raises another matter of critical importance: the potential 

negative outcomes of forest protection measures. Small-scale forest companies resisting the 

introduction of sustainability measures do so partly because they have minimal capacity to 

weather the rising costs of operating that are associated with sustainable forestry. This leaves 

only the largest, most financially equipped firms to thrive. Of further concern are the 

nonhumans potentially at risk of being harmed. With firms forced to lay-off workers, shut down 

operations or build long, expensive roads due to the spotting of a species at risk, concerns 

around the growing animosity and potential ill-treatment of these beings is an issue that requires 

further consideration. Thus, I argue that it is necessary to consider the ways environmental 

protection efforts can (and do) produce both positive and negative outcomes not only for 

people’s livelihoods (both in the forest sector and forest-dependent communities) but also the 

very species so many people wish to protect. 

  Through this exploration of nature’s shifting co-construction, my research also reveals 

that despite their apparent differences, forestry firms, environmentalists and tourists tend to 

represent the forested landscape in similar ways. Each group of actors frames the forests as a 

natural space to be acted on, as well as place where they each belong and by proxy (and 

sometimes intentionally) erase (or at least minimise) the presence of others (Willems-Braun, 

1997). Indeed, forest company owners often depicted Crown forests as a garden – a place to be 

tended or a stock of valuable timber. Meanwhile, environmentalists, cottagers, tourists and 

recreationalists constructed the forests as a wilderness retreat to be protected. While these 

discourses appear dichotomous, both representations constructed the forests as passive – an 

entity without the capacity to act or shape place. Hence, a key emphasis of my research has been 

to contribute to understandings of nature as socialised, while also maintaining focus on nature as 

a material actor. Indeed, in recognising the transformative capacity of trees, nature is understood 
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as a material, relational ‘other,’ co-constructing social processes (Boyd et al., 2001; Jones & 

Cloke, 2002; Shillington & Hovorka, 2017). In this way, nature’s transformative capacity is 

considered alongside the social conditions and processes shaping nature, rather than being 

placed in a category outside human history (Boyd et al., 2001). Humans then are not the only 

formidable actors challenging and contributing to dominate constructions of the forest 

landscape. Crucial to forest policy discourses and industry dynamics in my work are the forests 

themselves, whose material and symbolic power is found manifested in the landscape. Trees (and 

other components of nature) have been important to forest conservation; they relationally define 

place and production efforts. Thus, academics and resource managers benefit from recognising 

as well as respecting these nonhuman organisms’ capacities.  

In recognising nature’s materiality and the transformative capacities of trees, such as their 

role in both forest production and the decline of Eastern Ontario’s old-growth white pine, my 

research finds that it is also important to understand these conditions as relative. Indeed, while 

the capacity for decline is absolutely real, it is not necessarily absolute (Castree, 1997; Harvey, 

1974). The limits of trees are instead relative to the demands made on them by the mode of 

production. This is demonstrated in the rise of small-scale forestry businesses in eastern Ontario 

in the early-20th century that took advantage of the opening in the industry created by the decline 

of both old-growth white pine and the lumber and timber barons. For small-scale operators, 

decline was not a limiting factor. Yet simply redistributing power and wealth did not solve the 

issue of old-growth forest decline and thus degraded ecosystem conditions. Indeed, the decline 

of old-growth white pine by the end of the 19th century and its continued minimal presence in 

the landscape is a real and absolute phenomenon. While resource scarcity should be understood 

as relative to production, this should not distract from the understanding of degraded forest 

landscapes as an ecological reality. Moreover, scholars interested in addressing the ways nature 

manifests itself socially and naturally must not underestimate the capacities of nonhuman actors. 
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While such capacities are relational, recognising the power of plants and other components of 

nature is necessary in an uncertain environmental future (Jones & Cloke, 2001). 

Gendered Socionature (Identities, Roles & Relations) 

By investigating spatial and historical constructions of gender in relation to socionature, 

my research reveals the continuity and change as well as opportunities and constraints that exist 

in terms of shifting co-constructions of nature. These dynamics are important because they 

shape transformations in resource use, access and control, as well as the impacts and processes 

of environmental change. This thesis finds continuity in terms of women’s social and economic 

disadvantage relative to men in a restructuring forestry sector, as well as growing opportunity, 

such as the ability of women to both capitalise on their traditional roles and responsibilities and 

contest them in efforts to support forest-dependent communities. Given gendered socionature is 

contested, performed and reproduced across time and space, the following review of these 

dynamics demonstrates the importance of a multiscalar analysis when seeking to understand 

shifting gendered positionality formation in relation to resource access, control and use is 

considered paramount (Butler, 1994; Hawkins & Ojeda, 2011; Hovorka, 2006; Jackson, 2006; 

Moeckli & Braun, 2001; Nightingale, 2005). 

By conceptualising temporal shifts in gendered identity formation in relation to forest 

policy, industry and forested landscape dynamics that saw nature transform from exploitable to a 

sustainable resource over 150 years, I demonstrate the ways shifting co-constructions of 

socionature shaped (and continue to shape) gendered relations of power. These forest sector 

shifts saw white, forestry workers transformed from violent men exploiting nature to tech-savvy 

heavy equipment operators, planners, managers, entrepreneurs, etc. Through these discursive 

and material transformations, the brawny logger culture has given way to a technological, 

managerial culture demonstrating the power of forest sector restructuring to transform 

definitions of masculinity.   
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These shifting constructions of masculinity highlight not only how transformations in 

forest policy and industry shape discursive categories of masculinity (and by proxy, femininity as 

discussed below) over time but also reveals how these gendered constructions of work establish 

spaces of exclusion and inclusion (Dixon & Jones, 2006; Mills, 2006, 2012). While men’s 

identities, roles and relations have shifted in relation to forest sector transformations, my 

research finds that patriarchal conditions rooted in socio-economic advantage and political 

power have continued to situate men’s dominance over decision-making, property and work in 

the forest industry, thereby legitimating their authority over the forests and masculinised 

production processes. Men’s dominance over the labour process and inheritance of land/forest 

businesses shapes their identity as loggers and business owners, tying their occupational position 

to the productive work they are seen to do. Men are understood as the public face of the forestry 

business, responsible for participating in forestry organisations and forums, which further 

contributes to gendered forest landscape constructions. Men’s work in forestry is thus publicly 

recognised, awarding them legitimacy, income and status (Lidestav, 2000; Lidestav & Reed, 

2010). Given this exposure, I argue that women’s ongoing marginalisation from ownership and 

business inheritance must be challenged. This requires forest companies to develop hiring and 

management practices that support the employment of women, as well as Indigenous people, in 

all levels of forest work (Arora-Jonsson, 2014; Anderson, 1999; Cohen and Huffman, 2003; 

Wyatt, 2016). As well, transformations in household, education and workplace conditions must 

occur if a more inclusive, heterogeneous and hopefully equitable forest culture is to exist (Arora-

Jonsson, 2009; Brandth, 2002; Brandth & Haugen, 2000, 2016; Davis, 2000; Dunk, 1991; Mills, 

2012; Reed, 2003).  

My research further contributes to understandings of patriarchal forest industry, 

community and household conditions by demonstrating how, temporally, these dynamics also 

negatively impact men (Christensen & Jensen, 2014). The fragility of patriarchal ‘manhood’, for 
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instance, is evidenced in its shifting constructedness. Indeed, there is no natural state of 

masculinity, and trying to uphold a constantly shifting identity can result in crises of masculinity 

(Brandth & Haugen, 2016; Davis, 2000). Definitions of rural masculinity, for instance, tied to 

men as the ‘provider’ means men must provide for their families no matter the cost. Yet, if a 

man’s status is dependent on his financial situation then their manhood is entirely at the whim of 

his employer. In this way, the ability to provide for one’s family is something that can be taken, 

reduced or destroyed, as evidenced in the present-day period of forest sector restructuring – 

something the average forestry worker cannot avoid. In this situation, men were powerless to 

maintain their ‘provider’ status as many men were laid off and forest companies closed. Thus, 

elements to dismantling patriarchy include decentring male privilege (e.g. primary industries as 

‘old boys’ clubs’, pay gaps, systemic sexism, etc.), abolishing gender roles and increasing the 

understanding we have about gender itself (Pini, Brandth & Little, 2015).  

While structural analyses of patriarchy and capitalist modes of production are important 

in explaining, for instance, men and women’s gendered positions in resource-dependent 

communities, I argue that one shortcoming can be a lack of agency ascribed to people, women in 

particular. Structural analyses too often conceptualise rural women as victims, leaving little 

capacity for women to shape and interpret themselves and their own lives (Bock & Shortall, 

2017; Reed, 2003). While constructions of gender are historically, for the most part, influenced 

by industries and institutions headed by men, this thesis also sheds light on the ways women of 

rural eastern Ontario, and the clubs they belong to, actively challenged gendered expectations 

that reinforced their marginalisation throughout history. Women’s Institutes (WIs), for instance, 

were a key avenue through which rural women became prominent in socio-political 

constructions of the rural. WIs, however, are often regarded as a predominately conservative, 

Anglo-Saxon group concerned with reinforcing the status quo, particularly in terms of gendered 

roles and relations, rather than working toward new levels of autonomy for women (Kechnie, 

1985). One might logically make this assessment because of the WI’s emphasis on domestic 
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science instruction. The focus of my research, however, on the experiences of Women’s Institute 

members highlights alternative understandings, in particular the notion of rural women’s power 

to construct gender and community dynamics. To dismiss the WI as nonfeminist ignores the 

definition of a form of feminism: social feminism (Ambrose, 1999), understood by Naomi Black 

(1989, p. 53) as ‘the refusal to allow the exclusion from social influence, not just of women as 

individuals but of the values and competencies associated with women.’ Black (1989, p. 53) goes 

on to say that, ‘Social feminists are therefore committed, whether they know it or not, to basic 

transformation of patriarchal structures and values.’ Her approach, however, is not without its 

critics who argue that she paid too little attention to diversity among women (particularly in 

terms of class and race) and that she overstated the dichotomous nature of feminism in framing 

her discussion (Ambrose, 1999; Hekman, 1990; Philips, 1990). Yet her paradigm is a useful one 

for analytic purposes. Through Black’s definition WI members could be considered ‘feminist’ 

even if they reject more confrontational and conflictual modes of activism, because they used the 

WI to challenge traditional conventions and generated potential roles for women in public life.  

Women, however, also reinforced gendered identities, roles and relations that contributed 

to their ongoing marginalisation in forest-dependent communities. Indeed, this research 

contributes to understandings of women’s marginality as both externally imposed by employers 

and husbands, and internally reinforced by women living and working within forestry 

communities (Reed, 2003). For instance, through gender policing in the home, women (and 

men) reared their sons to be forestry workers and business owners while directing girls towards 

supporting the industry in their role as mothers and/or low-wage, feminised workers. Women 

also contributed to constructions of gender which located their rightful place in the home 

through past and present work in the community, such as in their support of forestry clubs for 

boys and homemaking clubs for girls. In doing so, women perpetuated definitions of gendered 

identities, roles and relations that located their place in the home and men’s in the forests, while 

also fostering the specialisation of skills along these gendered lines. Women also contributed to 
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the marginalisation of their own needs by being largely unwilling to contribute to discussions on 

rural, resource community wellbeing and forest family concerns. When finally unearthed through 

oral history interviews and focus groups, women confirmed that their reluctance to participate in 

the research was largely due to an assumption that they had nothing to offer the process, and 

that their husbands were better equipped to answer questions about the forests. While it was in 

part the responsibility of the researcher to better articulate the purpose of the research, a lack of 

female contribution further minimises women’s needs as well as those of the community. Given 

the importance of their voices, yet hesitation to participate, researchers must do more to unearth 

women’s voices by broadening their methods to include in-depth, meaning-centred processes, 

such as oral history interviews and focus groups. Doing so not only gives women a space in 

which they are comfortable contributing, providing more equitable and nuanced analyses, but 

also furthers understanding of largely marginalised concerns: women’s lives, as well as family and 

community conditions. 

Given women’s historic and ongoing role in reinforcing their own socioeconomic 

marginalisation, my research understands them to be neither victims nor victors over their 

circumstances; rather, it is determined that women acted out or performed gendered community 

narratives and thus paradoxically contributed to their own marginality (Reed, 2003). Meanwhile, 

capitalist and patriarchal systems of organisation put minimal value on labour that does not 

produce capital; thus, women as stay-at-home mothers and low-wage workers are considered 

marginal contributors within these inequitable systems of production. While shifts have occurred 

and women are now found in much more diverse roles, findings suggests that their identities 

continue to be tied to their primary role as wives and mothers, and men’s identities wrapped up 

with strength and income-earning potential, thus tying definitions of social roles to biological 

functions. Therefore, in the home, community and forests my research finds that labour 

continued to be highly divided throughout the various periods, including the most recent age of 

sustainability, with tasks remaining fundamentally gendered; and because little monetary value 
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has been put on women’s work, their status has remained largely marginal in patriarchal, forestry 

community relations and families.   

Constraining discourses of femininity, however, reinforced not only inequitable forest 

industry, community and household relations but also differential gendered relationships with 

nature (i.e. ‘soft’ vs. ‘hard’ forest uses), which directly affected who was involved in forest policy 

development, decision-making processes and forest business ownership. My work finds men and 

women’s relationships with the land mediated by specific gendered relations: women’s domestic 

role developed from their concern with gardens and household labour, and men’s primary role in 

forestry gave them a specific position from which to see the land. In such a way, my research 

challenges accounts of gendered relationships with the natural world in the rural resource 

community literature that posit an essentialised feminine relationship; instead, the performance 

of masculinities and femininities are understood as contributing to (re)constructions of the 

gendered subject and their relationship with nature (Butler, 1994; Kay, 1991; Rose, 1993).   

Together, the significance of this work, particularly for the Canadian rural resource 

community literature, is that it shifts the direction and emphasis of analysis. Rather than seeing 

gender as structuring people’s interactions with and responses to environmental change or 

shaping their roles in natural resource management, the emphasis is on the ways in which 

changing environmental conditions bring into existence categories of social difference including 

gender (Resurreccion & Elmhirst, 2008, p. 9). In other words, gender itself is re-inscribed in and 

through practices, policies and responses associated with shifting environments and natural 

resource management; whilst inherently unstable, through repeated acts it comes to appear as 

natural and fixed. The research also demonstrates the importance of incorporating all aspects of 

the gendered forest landscape, including the body, as important sites where particular 

representations of women and femininity, as well as men and masculinity, are infused and shaped 

by shifting forest policy, industry and forest landscape discourses and material realities. In doing 

so, marginalised people and places are brought into bounds, making visible previously invisible 
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processes, patterns and experiences. With categories, like ‘gender’ and ‘nature’ often predicated, 

however, on capitalist and patriarchal (as well as heterosexual) norms, these structures must be 

interrogated as they compel us to understand ourselves through these terms (Moeckli & Braun, 

2001, p. 124). 

7.3 Methodological Contributions  

Methodological insights are provided through the use of a critical, mixed methods 

approach which combines a variety of theoretical and practical tools utilised by feminist political 

ecologists and environmental historians. Through this cross-disciplinary approach, a holistic, 

hybrid study of historical gendered socionature relations is provided. Methodologically, my 

research project’s historical feminist political ecology framework offers a mixed methods 

approach to data collection and analysis engages a variety of qualitative and quantitative sources 

in an effort provide a nuanced, holistic study of temporal gendered socionature relations. 

Qualitative and ethnographic techniques such as oral histories, participant observation and focus 

groups are used in tandem with direct observation, industry and demographic statistics, forest 

policy review, aerial photo interpretation and forest inventory (size, count, cover and 

disturbance). In treating qualitative methodologies as equally valid interpretations of landscape 

change and by using quantitative data in a non-positivistic way (i.e. refusing to accept maps and 

statistics as telling the only story of forest/community change), more is revealed about the 

socioeconomic, political and biophysical dynamics of gendered socionature transformations than 

either one approach would produce independently. Through this work, it becomes salient that 

feminist scholars concerned with gendered socionature relations of power engage with both 

quantitative as well as qualitative methods to influence policy and academic circles where 

positivist, statistical, scientific research continues to be dominant (Nightingale, 2003; Arora-

Jonsson, 2014). This call for diversity is not only a practical necessity in feminist approaches to 

human-environment relations but also seeks to avoid the exclusions and erasures found in 
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positivist, masculinist claims to exhaustiveness (Moeckli & Braun, 2001). Thus, an important 

contribution of my work is its deconstruction of not only how gendered socionature relations of 

power are (re)produced but also who (and what) is considered relevant to the research process.   

7.4 Limitations  

Two key limitations of this study are its emphasis on heteronormative understandings 

and a lack of integration of Indigenous insights on gendered socionature conditions. Queer 

studies have long been understood as critical to rurality studies (Adams, 1997; Dubinsky, 1993; 

Gray, Johnson & Gilley, 2016). Unfortunately, the lives of gays, lesbians, transgendered and 

nonbinary people are often excluded from dominant constructions of rurality, resulting in the 

perpetuation of their marginality or otherness in rural communities (McGlynn, 2018; Soderling, 

2016; Valentine, 1997, 2002). The recognition of marginalised queer, transgender and nonbinary 

identities has led more recently to the deconstruction rural masculinities and femininities with 

particular attention paid to the performance of mainstream gender and heterosexual identities 

(Little & Panelli, 2003; Soderling, 2016). The notion that rural spaces (and everyday 

environments) are commonly produced as heterosexual spaces has resulted in attempts to 

unpack the performance of sexual dissidents’ identities in spaces most often actively constructed 

as heterosexual (Valentine, 1997, p. 4). Such work is important to shedding light on the ways in 

which sexuality and gender are embodied in everyday practices, resulting in inequalities such as 

occupational segregation based on assigned gendered role division (Little & Panelli, 2003; Mills, 

2012).  

Also important to gendered socionature studies, yet largely absent from my work, is an 

account of Indigenous peoples’ lives and values, which remain marginalised from understandings 

of the forested landscape (historically and present-day). Such efforts were and still are necessary 

due to ongoing inequities and the framing of forests as natural spaces devoid of Indigenous 

peoples (Calverley, 2009; Harris, 2004; McLain, Hurley, Emery, & Poe, 2014; Howitt & Suchet-
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Pearson, 2006; Tindall, Trosper & Perreault, 2013; Willems-Braun, 1997). This culturally specific, 

colonialist discourse dates back to settlement efforts across Canada and continues to be framed 

by residents, tourists, government and industry representatives who ignore the historical 

displacement of Indigenous peoples and dismiss their contemporary claims to the forests. In 

such a way, Indigenous peoples are continually circumscribed to specific areas of the forests 

through the repeating of culturally-specific nature constructions that marginalise or minimise 

their uses and presence in the landscape (Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, 2006; Loo, 2006; McLain et 

al., 2014; Willems-Braun, 1997). While Indigenous peoples were referenced (sporadically) in 

settler accounts of rural, eastern Ontario and their presence preserved in pictographs on Bon 

Echo rock (Armstrong, 1976, pp. 73-74; Campbell, 2000, p. 9; French, 2009, pp. 39-40; Lesserd, 

1974, p. 140), it is the constraining of Indigenous peoples in reserves and subsequent restriction 

of occupancy within the forests that is not discussed. Despite being marginalised, Indigenous 

people continue to resist their erasure with the Algonquin land claim acting as a testament to 

their demands for more equitable forest use. While in-depth attention to these important issues 

remain beyond the scope of my research project, key insights can be found in the dearth of anti-

colonial scholarship that focuses on Indigenous perspectives and Canadian forests (see, for 

example, Loo, 2006; Suzack, Huhndorf, Perreault & Barman, 2010; Tindall, Trosper & Perreault, 

2013).  

Given that these gaps remain, the concepts of gender and nature as identified in my 

research should be understood as partial (see, for example Anderson & Lawrence, 2003; Blair, 

2005; Kelm & Townsend, 2006; Lawrence, 2003; Maracle, 1996; Silman, 1987; Williams, 1990). 

While my work effectively documents how gender remains a significant axis of social difference, 

it may not necessarily be the most significant social difference, even from a policy perspective 

(Cole, 1994; Jamieson, 1978; Loo, 2006; Mills, 2006; Stratford, 2007; Suzack et al, 2010). Gender 

shares with it concerns related to race and class (among other axes of social difference). As such, 

it is important that future studies of gendered socionature articulate the intersectional, 
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differential impacts of environmental change. Paige Raibmon’s (2006) study of Indigenous 

women’s labour in the late-19th and early-20th centuries reminds us, however, that simply adding 

marginalised groups and stirring will not redress the issue. Indeed, analyses of power, in terms of 

community presence, decision-making capacity, land and business ownership, skills enhancement 

programs, etc. are necessary to fully understand the differential impacts of environmental change 

(see also Altamirano-Jimenez, 2013; Kermoal, 2016).  
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