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The Status of
Women in Canada

The following is the written submission to the govern-
ment’s Royal Commission on the Status of Women fl:Olll
the League for Socialist Action/ Ligue Socialiste Ouvricre.

As an organization seriously concerned about all prob-
lems confronting the people of Canada, the League for
Socialist Action/La Ligue Socialiste Ouvriére welcomes the
establishment of the Royal Commission on the Status of
Women. The Commission, in the questionnaires it has cir-
culated, has asked some pertinent questions regarding Can-
adian women and the law. But while an examination of the
laws is both revealing and necessary, it is our opinion lhznt
the problem of women’s status, which is that of an .inferlor
in all respects, lies deeply below the surface of society and
involves fundamental aspects of the economic and social
structure.

In Canada we have developed our natural resources on
such a scale as to clearly demonstrate the real possibility of
liberating all sections of the population from social and
economic insecurity. But if men are not yet free -—— woman
is less free because she is further enslaved by her sex. We
maintain that the attitudes and prejudices both reflected in
and sustained in law and custom that tie woman to what
has been called a second class citizenship, are embedded in
the very foundations of present day society and that a
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fundamental change in this society will be required to
eradicate them.

The situation confronting women in Canada — a devel-
oped industrial socicty — demonstrates all the more clearly
the profound character of the problem. The high standard
of living, advancing birth control techniques, extensive
legal rights, access to all levels of education — all these
have contributed towards the emancipation of woman
and have helped free her from the hardships that have tra-
ditionally burdened her down.

Contradictions

But what is the real situation?
— technology has rendered housework almost obsolete.
But despite the fact that more and more married women
are entering the labor market(" large numbers continue to
function almost entirely outside the so¢ial mainstream, tied
by a thousand threads to the maintenance of the home.
— women have the right to vote, to run for public office,
to own property. Yet the political and economic life of the
country remains dominated by a minority of men.
— the federal government has recognized the concept of
equal pay for equal work. Yet in some provinces the law
actually condones wage inequality between men and
women. Even where equal pay legislation is on the books,
women receive substantially lower wages for doing the
same work as men. While the trade union movement is
in the forefront of this struggle, it has not yet won it.
— it is conceded that women and men have equal mental
capacities. Yet early in the school years, women are Sys-
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tematically streamed out of the analytical subjects and
channelled into less creative, less prestigious and less re-
warding areas.®)

— women have the right to higher education and to work
in the professions. Yet the number of women who actually
graduate from college is far lower than men, and with the
exception of nursing, librarianship and teaching, women
compose less than 10 percent (as low as 3 percent in
some) of the main professions in Canada.® Even in those
professions where women are the majority, men hold
nearly all the key positions. )

— advancing birth control techniques give women increas-
ing control over their bodies. Yet thousands of ugwamed
babies continue to be born and many illegal abortions are
performed at great risk and loss of life.

What Must Be Done?

These contradictions point to the fact that woman’s in-
ferior position in society, is not merely a resul.t of custom
or law, but is deeply rooted in the existing social and eco-
nomic order which they sustain. How are we to solve these
problems? The implementation by the government of the
following program would constitute the first necessary steps
to allow woman to take her place as an equal partner in
society. , e
1) Woman must be freed from her traditional responsibili-
ties for the child. )

— the child has the right to everything that society can
provide, regardless of the resources of the parents. Parents
should not be burdened with providing for the child but
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every facility should be available for the full development
of the child. A far reaching system of government financed
facilities including nursery schools and day care centers
must be established. In this way those women who prefer
employment outside the home would be able to seek it.
Those who prefer to be homemakers should receive a wage
from the state. The family, through the imposition on its
slender resources of the responsibilities of society as a
whole, has taken on many of the forms of a prison. With
the implementation of these propositions, the family could

freely evolve into a harmonious relationship between
human beings.

Birth Control, Abortion

2) Woman must have complete control of her body.

— the government must initiate a widespread educa-
tional campaign on birth control, and establish community
birth control centers for the dissemination and distribution
of birth control information and devices. Both of these
projects should be financed by the government. Any and
all restrictions on the right of women to"determine whether
or not to bear a child should be removed.

3) Special measures must be taken to ensure that women
benefit fully from the educational system.
all educational fees must be abolished and an income
provided for students adequate to meet their essential needs
while attending school.

-all educational institutions must be co-educational.

— all classes must be co-educational. with the presently
all-female homie economics courses dropped and substi-
tuted with a general living course which would equip both
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girls and boys to take care of themselves. )

— women should be given special encouragement in the
analytical fields, such as maths and sciences, in or.der to
compensate for the social prejudices which now exist and
which discourage them from developing their individual
abilities in these areas.

Write Women Back Into History!

— school text books should be completely rewritten to
exclude sex discrimination. Women must be written back
into history! Not only are fundamental questions about the
changing role of women through the ages still unexplored,
but it is only recently that a start has been made in straight-
ening out the slanders against the feminists,® only lately
that we have learned of great and brave women who fought
along with men for social progress in the past. How many
more valiant women are buried in history? Would not
women today be inspired to hear of them! A rclellin.g.of
history would banish f(orever the myth ol feminine
inferiority!

4) All barriery excluding women  from equality in the
area of work must be removed.

— the minimum wage must be the same for women and
men in all provinces.

-—sex discrimination in job classification must be elim-
inated.

~—all employers must be required by law to grant gen-
crous maternity leave with full pay.

While implementation of these demands would not se-
cure full equality for women, it would pave the way to-
wards this objective.
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But why haven't even these requirements for woman'’s
emancipation been achieved? And why do women ap-
pear not to have tuken advantage of the opportunities that
presently exist? There are two swandard answery that are
given. One is that woman's “nature" is such that she iy in4
capable of rising to a state of equality with men. The other
(our answer) is that class societv has enslaved woman and
continues to do so to this day theough capitalist society.

The Myth of Woman's Inferiority

It has often been stated that women are predestined by
their biological make-up to center their lives around child
rearing and the home. Biology cquals destiny. This view
holds that both woman's intellect and psychology are
affected and conditioned by her maternal role. “Women
are not necessarily inferior to men. They are just different.”
This view maintains that the beautiful qualities of fem-
ininity, “receiving, keeping and nourishing™® are con-
tained only in woman and must not be sacrificed by woman
taking on other roles. Woman is presented as a unique and
mysterious creature. This is a most beguiling presentation
of the myth of feminine inferiority, one that at the same
time enshrines and debases her. This view argues that
woman not be legally discriminated against, only con-
demned forever to her special role. These concepts are
nothing but a, rationalization of the situation that now pre-
vails — and there is no truth in them.() We reject these
pronouncements based on some timeless concept of the
essential “nature™ of man and woman. It is not woman’s
“nature™ that has placed man at the pivotal position in
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present day society.

There was an extensive period in human history of far
greater duration than what is known as western civilization
when society revolved around woman, not man. We are
led to accept the idea that woman has always been the
“second sex.” The role of woman in primitive times has
been hidden from us. This is the period in social and pro-
ductive relations known as the matriarchy. It was woman
who invented agriculture, toolmaking and architecture,
who first domesticated animals, while primitive man, who
spent prolonged periods on the hunt, was isolated from
the community. This period, which stretched over hun-
dreds of thousands of years, came to an end, not due to
any belated resurgence of an essential “nature”® of
woman but due to the development of class society.

What Determines Woman's Status?

It was only with vast changes in social productive rela-
tions that woman's role in socicty changed. An examina-
tion of the varied role woman has played in history shows
that it is the social productive relations and her relation to
them that determined woman's social role and position.
From the matriarchy — the social relations of primitive
communist society — has evolved what we know today as
capitalism. Here too the social forees determine woman’s
role. The main feature of this society is the private owner-
ship of the means of production and their utilization solely
for the profit of those owning them. An appreciation of
this is vitally important to the understanding of the present
situation of woman.
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Woman has been relegated to the role of raising and
training the next generation of workers, and on occasion.
when required, has been thrust directly into the work
force herself. Woman has been shunted on and off the
labor market to meet the needs of an unplanned and profit
motivated economy.

During World War I women’s services were required to
keep up war time production. The way was opened for
them to enter the work force. Nursery schools and day
care centers were built. All the traditional myths and con-
cepts about the duties of woman were shoved aside. The
first responsibility of woman was to leave the home. put
children aside, and assume the role that heretofore had
been declared the domain of man. A new atmosphere was
created which showed itself everywhere in popular maga-
zines and advertisements. These featured spirited and in-
dependent women with different dress, different hairstyles.
and a different psychology. This process came to an abrupt
halt with the close of the war when her services were no
longer required and an atmosphere was generated to re-
verse it.(9)

Capitalism the Source of Inequality

This incredible reversal within a decade shows that
woman’s role in this society — capitalist society — is de-
termined by the needs of this socicty. i.c.. the interests of
the dominant class in this socicty. the capitalists. and not
the interests of the great majority. the working class. both
male and female.

The implementation of the propositions advanced in the
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first part of our presentation ——

— complete freedom for a woman to decide whether or
not to bear a child:

——wages for homemakers:

— community responsibility for children, etc.

— these would vastly improve woman's position in present
day Canadian society. But their chief significance lies not
in the establishment of this or that individual right. At best
they lay the foundations from which the whole struggle to
free womankind can move forward.

We have referréd to the expericnce of the World War 11
and post-World War Il years in Canada. The experience of
German women — under the post-World War | reginice
where they made great gains only to have them brutally
wiped out overnight under the fascist dictatorship of Hitler
with its “Kinder, Kiiche, Kirche™ — is also worth noting.

Full Partnership — Under Socialism

As long as capitalist society prevails whatever gains
woman establishes, in material form and in status, are
always tentative and in jeopardy. The implementation of
these proposals would represent a marked advance towards
removing capitalism, the social and productive basis of
Wwoman’s subjugation: and at the same time take us for-
ward 1o the establishment of a new society — socialism.

Woman is victimized both on accaunt of her sex and
her state as a worker. Hence she is doubly oppressed.
Woman must seek a society that knows no incqualities of
Sex. race, or class. Equality for woman — free partnership
with man -— cannot be found in an unjust and exploitative
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society. It can only be found in a society where the great
productive forces created by our gollective effort are at the
full disposal of humanity, where the economy is planned
to meet human need and where production is geared for
human use — in a socialist society. April 1968
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The liberation struggle

by Joan Newbigging

Today hundreds of women across Canada
consider themselves part of the women’s
liberation movement and thousands more
are sympathetic to its aims.

Women's liberation groups that have
emerged as the concrete expression of this
struggle are still largely in the process of
defining themselves; of working out their
aims, their program, their relationship to
political organizations and to the commun-
ity, and their attitude towards action.

These groups cut across the isolation of
women. Scattered in their homes, women
tend to view the economic and psychological
pressures they face as personal rather than
social problems. By bringing women to-
gether on the basis of the injustices and
discrimination they suffer at all levels of
Canadian society, the women’s liberation
groups can build a collective awareness of
a common problem and thereby draw
women into struggle.

In addition they provide an invaluable
forum for discussion and education on the

question of woman’s oppression. They pro-
vide the incentive for women to analyse
their position in society, to investigate the
roots of their oppression and to come to

grips with its class basis.
As well, these groups can mobilize

women in actions which not only dramatize
the discrimination they suffer and throw
light on the nature and depth of this dis-
crimination but can also win limited vic-
tories and thereby advance the movement
qualitatively.

By and large these groups were launched
by women from around the campuses who
recognized that their abilities and creativity
were being stifled and would never develop
to their full potential in a society which
confines woman to the role of mother and
homemaker.

And yet potentially they can reach out
to even greater numbers of women on the
basis of the more direct discrimination they
suffer: women confined to the clerical and
service industries who receive miserable
wages for alienating and exacting work;
mothers imprisoned in the home The chal-
lenge is that we must learn to relate to



women on the issues that directly affect
them — issues such as child care centers,
equality at work, the chronic scarcity of re-
training centers for women, etc. The danger
is of antagonizing them by raising issues that
are outside the framework of the experience
of the mass of women.

A further difficulty centers around the
type of actions that the movement should
engage in. Should the movement itself take
on the resposibility of providing services
such as birth control information centers, or
should it demand that society provide these
facilities?

In the women’s liberation groups, we
must beware of dead-end actions which ex-
haust the meager resources of the movement
rather than educating it and propelling it
forward in struggle.

Why not challenge candidates at election
time to put forward their program for
women at public meetings? If the city of
Toronto administration, the largest em-
ployer in the entire community, were to
grant equal pay to its women staff, what a
mighty blow would be struck thereby for
women’s rights across Canada! .

Why not demand courses on women'’s
studies at the universities? Why not expose
beauty contests? And why not, above all,
expose the hypocrisy and doubletalk of the
government which is responsible for the
lack of child care, birth control and retrain-
ing facilities?

Demands for day care centers, a working
wage for housewives, equal pay for equal
work, etc. must find a political expression
in the NDP, which is the present political
vehicle for the only force that can and will
transform capitalist society — the working
class. It is through the NDP that the
women'’s liberation movement can establish
ties with working women and the trade
unions and thereby achieve much-needed
stability and direction.

The women’s liberation movement en-
compasses all women who are promoting
the struggle for women’s liberation, but it is
centered around the women’s liberation
groups. It is within these groups that we
are facing the challenge of developing an
awareness of this issue, of drawing Cana-
dian women into struggle, of trying to meet
the potential that lies before this movement.



