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BB: So what I’ve been doing to sort of get the ball rolling is doing a sort of visual line this being the present and kind of getting you to list or describe or talk about some of the significant events in your life related to feminism, related your career, related to your personal life, events that you feel are significant so starting with, going as far back as your childhood and moving through your life.

LM: We can’t do this in all seriousness or you’ll be here for an awfully long time. 

BB: Just events that might be important to your life…

LM: Well do you want a resume just for the facts?

BB: Well it’s not so much to get the dates because a lot of that stuff is on the public record, its more to collect events that led you to feminism

LM: Okay, sure, okay fine, well then I will start with the Royal Commission on the Status of Women in Canada. I was an assistant professor at McMaster University at the time and was asked to help with preparing a brief by the wife of the department chair who hired me. I wasn’t a feminist at the time, didn’t even know the word and certainly knew about the royal commission only from the news. I took part in this with the late Jean Jones and a male economist, John Allan, and we wrote a brief; it was for the Consumers’ Association of Canada. It was not one of their more significant briefs but it was my introduction to the women’s movement, and then after we finished our brief, Jean Jones turned to the man and said, would you go to Ottawa and present it? And he said, well I think Lynn should present it. So I ended up going to Ottawa where I was recorded as being long-haired, mini-skirted sociologist, which was perfectly true, and it was quite exciting to be there. It was at the old train station, the Conference Centre. It was the first brief that I ever gave to a royal commission-- 1968. So I was tuned into the royal commission. Then it happened that I was in Ottawa a couple of years later, on leave from McMaster University, to work for the Le Dain Commission, the Commission of Inquiry into the Non-medical Use of Drugs. So I took the opportunity to go to the archives to look up some royal commission material--simply as a curious sociologist. I did not feel a burning need.

I did get education, I did do a PhD. I recall, when I was finishing my PhD, my advisor saying, what are you going to do now. And I said, I’m going to be an academic, and you’re going to write me letters of reference. It had never occurred to him that I would do something that men did. However, we’ve all had those kinds of experiences and mine were certainly no worse than other people’s--and not horrible--and I did get job. However, I found out that my salary, when I started to publish, went down relative to [that of] my male colleagues who did not publish. But that perhaps is another story. 

So I was tuned into the royal commission, read the stuff, and then I realized how much more complex [the situation of women was]. I led a fairly sheltered life: I did go to university, I didn’t have to fight to go, and of course we were never informed of these things. I took it for granted that I would have the vote, I didn’t know that there had to be a movement to get the vote. We learned that universal suffrage had been achieved when the male working class got the vote. So it was a whole intellectual opening for me, but not yet an emotional one. It was only when I started to get active--then you get hit by things that you find out, that there are positions that are fiercely defended, and you’re the enemy for many people. 

So, after the royal commission reported, then nothing happened. That’s when I began to realize that we would have to do something. Now Laura Sabia was active at the national level, of course, and she was the one who had gotten the royal commission started in the first place. But these were older women and they worked with the traditional organizations. They weren’t the young academics and people like me, so I started to talk to my friends and anybody I knew who seemed to be a fairly aware person and got together a little group of people. 

In fact we did meet here [my house] and I’ve got a chronology of some these things. One of the early people was Lorenne Clark, then Lorenne Smith--this was in July of 1971. So I was starting to gather people to form what then became the Ontario Committee on the Status of Women. 

Now at the same time as that was going on I was also organizing at McMaster University, because I was very aware--you’d have to have been a blithering idiot not to be aware--of the discrimination against women in universities--how few made it to full professor, and certainly they weren’t deans or vice presidents or presidents, and how women were concentrated in the arts faculty, and there they rose to the dizzying percentage of twenty and, etc., etc., and in engineering and so on they were under one percent. There were quotas in medicine and so forth. 

We had a little group, the Group for Equal Rights at McMaster, GERM, like the germ of an idea. The dean of Nursing was a very good person, she was a close ally on this and we had faculty, staff and students, because there were different kinds of discrimination for all categories. In the case of staff they were actually gendered positions: a maid is..., a janitor is.... As in Air Canada, a flight attendant is.... they weren’t called flight attendants, a stewardess is..., a purser is... and they had different rates of pay and you couldn’t be in the other category. We got the Group for Equal Rights at McMaster going and this was kind of overlapping. A number of the people in the Ontario Committee were academics, more at other universities, and they got groups together, but our one at McMaster was the first.

We did an analysis and a petition. It went to [the University] Senate and they did set up committees to start to examine this. Our first success there was actually with the Medical School, which had a very enlightened dean, John Evans who then was dean at U of T and so on. Dorothy Kergin was the dean of Nursing, although she wasn’t called dean of Nursing, but she was also, I think, highly respected. They were the first medical school to admit women in large numbers; they already were up to fifteen percent, and that was the furthest ahead in Canada. Other places kept women by quotas down to five percent, but the fifteen percent of course would be laughable now--women are easily fifty percent. So they made the breakthrough, and our group did that, part of getting the idea that if you are organized, and if you’ve got logic, reason, statistics on your side, that you can get things done. Universities at that stage were committed to being rational and fair; they were paid for by the taxpayer, but the university certainly felt, the president of the university certainly felt the obligation to act. Not all of the male faculty did--we had a problem with- -. 

There were no female faculty on the Senate, so who do you get to speak? They spent a long time before they allowed me to speak, because I wasn’t a member. Its hard to imagine these kinds of things, so that’s a bit of a digression, but that was going on at the same time. 

We got the Ontario Committee on the Status of Women going in 1971 and there was a provincial election that year--was there also a federal election? In any event, we did get organized at the provincial level--that was our focus--although we did things at the federal level as well.

I’ve got a letter here from October 1971 to Premier William Davis asking for implementation of the recommendations of the royal commission, and stating that we would be having a public forum, and asking him to come personally or send somebody. We did that to all the parties: Stephen Lewis for the NDP, and Robert Nixon for the Liberals. And we did have these various forums; we had one chaired by Laura Sabia entitled: Why haven’t the Recommendations from the Royal Commission on the Status of Women been Implemented? And then, so that, Premier Davis replies ‘To Flora Hogarth’-- I’m sorry to say the late Flora Hogarth -- that he would have been interested to participate but the election schedule had him elsewhere. 

We eventually did get an appointment with him [Premier Davis], not during the election campaign as I recall. We did have this quite interesting meeting--it was my first time meeting a premier. Going into a room--we came in and other members will remember that people were dressed from extremes of very polite, ladylike, to kind of army jacket routine. I recall Premier Davis sitting at the Cabinet table or whatever it was--I assure you I remember this--I hate to think it might be false memory syndrome--with his foot on the chair, and smoking a cigar. One of my colleagues said, I think it might have been a pipe, so smoking something, which I particularly noticed because I am severely allergic, and he was also very belligerent. Now I think this is the only time we ever had a meeting with a very belligerent politician. Certainly we had meetings with ignorant politicians, but belligerent no. One of the things he was belligerent about was: well why don’t women become [school] principals? I mean don’t they have any ambition? 

We didn’t know the answer to that. And we found out that, in order to become a principal, you had to take the principal’s course. In order to take the principal’s course, you had to be recommended by an existing principal, who were 99 percent male. They recommended junior males who seemed to be suitable. Well, we got that changed so that somebody could apply to take the course. And of course women eventually, in fact it started to happen before very long. We saw people moving. 

One of the other successes of the group, although I didn’t go along on that particular mission, was to the University of Toronto Schools. It was in the plural, but it was only for boys. The intention was there would be two separate schools, they were experimental schools, and of course elite schools with high quality education. The one for boys started first, and then there was going to be one for girls, but it never happened. We got it [University of Toronto Schools] integrated. 

I recall raising this [issue] with other women representatives of the older traditional groups, and they said, oh don’t bother, we’ve tried, it won’t do you any good. Well, fortunately, we weren’t discouraged so easily. And it was changed. So we did see, a number of things change. 

Now why don’t I stop for moment and just see if you want to look for any particulars. Do you want to just turn that off for a sec and let me just...

BB: Yep

LM: You can’t turn it off?

BB: Yeah I can. 

LM: Now another thing we did, quite early on in the Ontario Committee, was a brief to the Commission on Post-secondary Education in Ontario. A number of us were academics, and even those who weren’t academics thought that obviously getting women to do better in the post-secondary sector was very important. Naomi Rosenbaum, as she was then called (she went back to her maiden name, of Black), and I did this presentation. I do recall we had trouble getting on the agenda; we got on late in the day, and we were kept waiting and waiting and waiting, and man after man after man was allowed to go on and on and on and on. There were ten male representatives of the University of Toronto Faculty Association, and they snickered at us. They had absolutely no compunction about keeping us waiting. At the end we had trouble saying, well look, we’ve waited a long time you--can’t really just dismiss us now. But everybody wanted to go home at that stage. This was the sort of thing that happened. It was hard, very hard, to get your foot in the door. However, we did, we did do that.

We also talked to at the Women’s Bureau at the Department of Labour on issues. Then let’s get on to, this would be March of 1972 after our frustrated attempts in ’71 to meet with Davis, where we had this preparatory meeting. 

We also met with Margaret Scrivner [MPP], and we did have that, and we had some [other] smaller meetings with other MPPs. We met with Stephen Lewis, not the whole caucus, but various critics. They were somewhat more positive, although we did decide that they were more positive in terms of the rhetoric. But when it actually came to women running in seats where they could win... I found this out myself because I eventually was a candidate. Indeed I won [a nomination], but found that a lot of this rhetoric. The fights were just as bad in the NDP as in other parties. But certainly, in terms of the issues, they were clearly more favourable. 

We had a meeting with George Kerr, minister of Colleges and Universities, with other representatives of women from other universities with our briefs that had gone to that commission [on Post-secondary Education]. This is by now 1972. I had gotten it [GERM] going at McMaster in 1971, and other groups were just ready to spring into action, so they were doing analysis at their own places, and of course we were all getting the same results. So that’s into ’72.

The meeting on the Toronto School Board, someone else might have more information on it. I remember it as being one of those hilarious meetings that 

BB: How so?


LM: I can’t remember exactly what was it that provoked us, but something came out in the paper that was quite outrageous, and we so we reacted to it. Then we discovered that we had indeed been intended to react to it; it had been deliberately provocative. And the person, Graham Scott, who I guess was a board member at the time, came. He came to this very room, and I remember him sitting right here, and we were all sitting around and he was saying, I’m so glad to meet you, I knew somebody would contact me. We didn’t know that that’s how things happened. That you got something out there to see who would nibble. He was a very progressive person, and was frustrated with what was going on: the gender roles, and male principals, and all kinds of things. There were undoubtedly many issues that I can’t remember right now, but more reflecting on the dynamics that we were all learning the political process, because we didn’t know anything about it before.

At that time we were only beginning to get women running for office. I encouraged Aideen Nicholson to run and basically worked out the strategy that worked for her, which was to sell nominations. Of course [I] worked for other people, and we all supported people in other parties. I wasn’t a Liberal but supported people like Flora MacDonald, who was a Conservative. People exchanged information so that some of the women who were Conservatives, but weren’t necessarily working for Flora, they were scandalized by what they were learning about the political process. All of these things were quite revealing and of course quite important. 

Many of us did go into politics in some capacity or other, so we were beginning to get our, beginning, to figure out how things went. I’ve also got just a little note that I wrote a letter to Mitchell Sharp, minister of External Affairs, this is federal, but I probably was doing it for the Ontario Committee. Or maybe it was just personal, that the application for the passport was insulting to women. Women have to use a title and give their marital history, while men don’t. The Royal Commission on the Status of Women had recommended that this be changed. Why hadn’t they changed it? Well all kinds of things like this were changed, but it did take some time. 

Laura Marsden began to get active. 

We had a campaign on the Irene Murdoch case, this horrible case on the Alberta rancher--the "farm wife" she was called--to justify her being treated so badly. We certainly took up that case.

The Human Rights Commission for Canada was announced in 1973 and Aideen Nicholson and I were active in pushing for equal pay for work of equal value with them. That was another thing happening. 

So that might be as much as I want to say about the Ontario Committee. I was active till about 1975. By then I was much more active--and this is of course overflowing with--the National Action Committee on the Status of Women. It might be helpful to go on to some of those…

BB: Because you were on the executive and indeed the president of NAC?

LM: Yes, my first contact: I met Laura Sabia fairly early on and was asked to come onto--that was the Ad Hoc Committee on the Status of Women--which became NAC. It was a national ad hoc committee, ‘ad hoc’ because the intention was implementation. Committees were supposed to be set up and then governments were supposed to do it. 

There had been a royal commission; government exists; 

its there to serve the people; 

we’re half of them; 

it’s us they should be serving.

And of course they weren’t. This [founding] conference was held in 1972 at the King Eddy Hotel. I went to it--this was my first big NAC contact, although I had met some of the people--I had been in on some of the planning sessions. I was there representing the Ontario Committee, and not really allied with anybody, not with the traditional groups, nor with the so-called-radical caucus, which was a more of an ad hoc thing. And so I played something of a tactical role in between, because I hadn’t gone to the radical caucus, but there was a fear that the whole meeting would break up because of the demands of the radical caucus. I certainly didn’t want it to break up, and I didn’t think Laura Sabia or any of the other traditional women were handling it very well. Laura just kept saying, now look we’re just going to be laughed at if we break up. But in fact they [the radical caucus] did have very serious concerns. Some of them were very good concerns, some of them were a little bit silly.

BB: These were the radical

LM: The radical ones, such as they had a list of demands which included brown bread--that is certainly a good idea, but I wouldn’t put it quite on the same plane as some other things you see. So I proposed that, instead of rejecting their demands, that we incorporate at least some of them into the final document, and that some of them, like brown bread, could be passed on to executive as a recommendation [which] wouldn’t have to go into the final report. And people thought that that was quite reasonable. Other people got up and said, well yes, and here’s another thing I think should go in. But maybe it should be modified a bit. So basically a compromise was reached, so that we didn’t break up. 

The other thing that I do recall playing a role in--Mary Two-Axe Earley. [It] was the first time I met her. [She] gave this stunning speech. She was a wonderful and inspiring speaker and we became friends. I continued to see her over the years, and indeed went to her funeral many years later. 

I was just appalled at the discrimination that she had experienced through section 12(1)(b) of the Indian Act. Again these were things that we white women, Canadian born, just did not know about. I recommended that NAC take this up as a priority issue and NAC did. Now Mary Two-Axe Earley did not herself ever become an executive member, because she did not want to take on the whole raft of issues. She felt that she really had to concentrate her efforts, I think quite reasonably so. It did become a priority for NAC, and everyone was conscientious. I certainly was as president, but so were all the other presidents very active in defending that. Then, when I was in Parliament, it continued there for sure, because it took a long time for that [the discrimination in Section 12(1)(b)] to be solved. 

NAC did start off, did have that interesting founding meeting, paid for with government money--a very modest amount of government money. Funding would then become a really, really big and unpleasant issue within the National Action Committee. Then there was also the issue of having the Advisory Council, and that caused a number of problems. I mean certainly they did some good work and did some research, but it also divided people. There were these kinds of official appointments and not all of them were good appointments. That certainly added a wrinkle to things. In any event NAC then moved from being an ad hoc committee to being a committee that would have an ongoing function and annual meetings. 

I was on the executive for a number of years. I however left Ontario and took a job at Dalhousie. I started a group there [in Halifax] called the Nova Scotia Women’s Action Committee, mainly with other academics, but also with some townspeople. Alexa McDonough was involved--actually she was an academic at that time--but Muriel Duckworth and people like that who weren’t. I was actually first elected as a Nova Scotia Women’s Action Committee member to NAC. Then I moved back to Ontario. 

I was on the executive for a while and we got regional representation and moved to get bilingualism within NAC, because NAC had for a while basically existed as a group of Toronto people with this tiny little office that basically just met once a year. When I became president they didn’t even have phone numbers for Cabinet ministers, nobody bothered with that so

BB: Around what time was that? 

LM: I became president in 1979, and as I said, there weren’t phone numbers. Lobbying took place only once a year, so if something else happened in the rest of the year it just got ignored. We started to badger Cabinet ministers--not just at annual meetings--but to go after particular ones on particular issues. We had a committee structure, so there was an employment committee, [which] did a lot of that [work]. There was a pensions committee. A lot happened [on] which other people could give you more information. But something I put a great deal of time into was on media, and sexual stereotyping in the broadcast media. We did a brief--I think it was only for NAC although I could be mixing it up--there may have been one from the Ontario Committee or jointly, to the CRTC. [We] did an analysis, quite an interesting analysis, that just showed the terrible under-representation of women. There wasn’t a woman who was a news reader or a political journalist, or who was anchor person or.... And whenever we mentioned these things, we would be told, ah but what about Adrienne Clarkson? You see we have her. And, true, she was excellent and might have been an example of what women could do. But she was the top, and she had to have a male co-host. It wasn’t The Adrienne Clarkson Report. You had a Patrick Watson Report but you never had an Adrienne Clarkson Report. So we didn’t feel that really destroyed our argument at all. 

But you see the CBC is publicly funded. The CRTC is in charge of the public’s air waves. We are half the public--we did have a foot in the door. And they did listen. We had these fascinating meetings with the CBC. Al Johnson was the president, a very progressive, well-known civil servant. He had been a civil servant in the NDP or CCF Saskatchewan, and brought a higher standard, more professionalization to the civil service federally, and then he was president of the CBC. He saw it as something that they really did need to address. They were serious. We had these stunning meetings with vice-presidents and so forth. I remember Lorna Marsden was at them, and various people, a variety of faces, and they did set up some kind of group to look at, to create some guidelines and so. They changed language and they changed portrayal. At one point I remember seeing that Jan Tenant started to read the national news, only as a substitute and then, then you had Barbara Frum (phone rings) 

BB: I can pause that

LM: Sexual stereotyping 

BB: Oh yes, Barbara Frum

LM: No it was Carol Ann Finlay was it? Mary Lou?

BB: Mary Lou Finlay

LM: Mary Lou Finlay, and they actually co-hosted. This was directly a result. When you have a CBC vice-president or president say, you just watch who we’re going to have on next week (laughs), we knew we’d had some impact. Things did start to improve. I mean now its just absolutely [wonderful] to see women are doing very, very well. I had seen a woman news reader in Sweden, this was 1973, so I did know that the world didn’t come to an end. But the CBC was quite backward, as I say, not the president, but other people were. There were no women on the board. We did actually have all these people sitting around a board room and I do remember somebody saying, well not even women like to hear the voices of women, saying this very somberly as if we experts know this. I said, well I’m a social scientist and I would like to see the study. For one thing, how would you know that women didn’t like to hear women’s voices when they hadn’t heard them? I mean where would you get your data from? Well then he admitted that there was no study, and of course there couldn’t be. And I was trying to imagine, I was taking it seriously, I was trying to imagine, had they done an experiment? They had a small groups lap and they have fake woman broadcaster and men and women listened and they all said we don’t like the woman. Well, there was no data whatsoever. I mean they were just making it up, they were lying. 

At that time radio was really bad. And you almost never heard a woman’s voice on radio. There was this prejudice that not even a woman would like to hear a woman’s voice on the radio. But that changed, because of course then women started to do it and they were perfectly competent. And people didn’t object at all. So we did see enormous headway. 

Some of this stuff went directly to the CBC, and some went to the CRTC, and then the CBC meetings that we held with them--they were actually a response to our intervening. We actually said that their license should not be renewed (laughs), or it should be a condition of renewal that they would do these things. Its hard to imagine, did we actually think that they would go off the air? Well, no, but we did say these things and the CRTC set up this commission.

I was one of--I think we were six--so-called public representatives. We were all women. Well, the industry representatives were of course almost all male and the advertising representatives were all male. For] the CRTC I think there was one woman, and the others were men. I do remember them, these horrible meetings, all at the CBC, because everybody smoked and I was literally ill at them and begged for people not to smoke--it was just so awful. 

But the CRTC again--they moved on it and people started to improve and commercials started to change. We had to go through this Canadian process that you get everybody in the same room, you get all the players together. Then you actually hear the advertisers, and they actually said things like, well I think we could have women in the advertisements and commercials, but I don’t think we could have Chinese people in P.E.I. somehow--the people of P.E.I.--well no doubt the Chinese population would be very small, but the idea that, we couldn’t risk it-- they wouldn’t buy our cookies you know (laughs). I mean, it was just--we would have these discussions--then they would explain why they had to show somebody. [We] would say, why is it all the woman have to be young and glamorous, and the men can be old or ugly or good looking--they’re not all handsome and young. And they’d say, oh but don’t we love glamour? and don’t we want to have some ideals? I mean, nothing’s perfect but don’t people like to dream? And then when they would show purely a domestic role, and show a woman doing all of the work and serving the family, [someone] said, well why don’t you show a woman being in charge and not doing all of this shit work? And then they would say, but that’s reality. And then somebody would say, ah-ha but aren’t we in favour of ideals? You see. And so the advertisers were quite resistant to this at first. 

I remember we had this one extraordinary session where somebody in the advertising industry was obviously fighting sexual stereotyping, had done this funny little vignette, kind of like a video of it, showing how silly it was, how silly political correctness was. They had this absolutely--they poked fun at it and their little skit was kind of amusing, except at the end of it we realized that they were trying to laugh at us, and trying to get us to laugh with them. But in the course of showing this little skit all of the women in it were young and gorgeous, whereas all the roles for men--of course these are paid actors--they were old, middle-aged and down to a child--they performed a diversity of roles--there were more male roles than female roles. The female roles were only cute chicks. Well, we had to explain it to them, that this was a very good demonstration of what was wrong, far from making their point. They were embarrassed, they shut up on that. 

Now the kinds of things, like the "ring around the collar" ads, and all these degrading ads--they were just, just ridiculous--and that kind of thing really has changed. So, as I said, we really did see enormous movement in the broadcast media.

Now getting women into jobs and universities and things like that, universities did start to move. It was gradual. They were sanctimonious. They always claimed to be doing more than they were doing, that the differences were justified. But clearly there is a difference; the numbers [of women faculty, women in medicine, etc.] have gone up enormously. 

In the process of this I actually took a personal case to the Department of Labour. I didn’t expect to win it, [but] I didn’t expect to be as bad an experience as it was. But I thought I needed to know what actually happened, I mean these laws exist; they are supposed to protect women from unequal pay. I thought I really should find out what happens. So I took a complaint. I had been hired at a fair salary, what a man would have gotten at entry at McMaster University. And then, as I started to publish, and this was a time of rising salaries, there was a lot of inflation for one thing, so salaries were certainly going up, I got lower than average increases--even though I was publishing perhaps the most, certainly a lot. And men who weren’t publishing were doing better than I was. I got nowhere on this. And women were badly under-represented in the department, which was another thing I worked on, and became persona non grata certainly for doing that. 

So I took this case. I eventually had a meeting with a male employee of the Department of Labour, who was extremely rude and nasty and very sexist in his remarks about women--the secretaries were all ‘girls,’ and I was certainly talked down to. He even said things like, well has it ever occurred to you that you’re just not as good as the men? Actually said things like that! I don’t know--was I was supposed to walk out at that point and just accept that I’d been put in my place? I don’t know. It was quite extraordinary. So I pointed out, actually I’m producing more than the men are, and I’m being paid less. Now I don’t know if you are familiar with equal pay for work of equal value, [which] was not in then; it was equal pay for the same job in the same establishment. And that meant at an Eaton’s department store, if you were selling blouses at one counter you could be paid less than a man selling shirts at the next counter 20 feet away, because that was a different establishment. So this justified any number of inequalities. Now here we all are at the same university, and I pointed out that I shouldn’t be being paid less--actually I should be paid more because I’m....One of the thing was I was teaching as much, its hard to say [if] I was teaching more, but I certainly wasn’t teaching less,. And I was publishing more, and publishing was one of the things that you were supposed to do. Certainly if women weren’t publishing they were treated very badly, and everybody knew then that publication counted for salary. So I was doing very well in publications, and it was counting for nothing. 

This man actually said, well you’re publishing more, so you’re doing a different job from the men, so of course you’re going to be paid differently. So what you could do as an employer would be to impose a higher working standard on the women, and then they’re doing a different job, and this would justify paying them less, which is why you need to have equal pay for work of equal value. And you can’t be too literal about that, because how many jobs are exactly equal? It has to be commensurate clearly, which eventually happened, but this is just how bad those rules were. 

Now I’ll give you another example.


BB: Sorry, did you take the labour case beyond that?

LM: They basically turned me down. I discussed it with Laura Sabia, interestingly enough, who was then, I guess, the chair of the Advisory Council, and she was concerned. She could certainly talk to Cabinet ministers and she said you’re being paid badly, but I don’t think you’re going to get anywhere. She said, "I don’t think the Ontario government is going to tell McMaster University how to pay its staff," even though they obviously have a law telling them how they should. And she was just being nice, she was just trying to be somewhat motherly and we talked about it very frankly. And it wasn’t as if I was desperate for the money. I was the ideal person to be complaining in those circumstances, but it made me [unpopular], and the university closed ranks against me. I was then told that "your case has been investigated and found to be without merit; you have had two meetings with the Ontario Ministry of Labour." I only had one–-so there is a painful correspondence on this. I pointed out there was only one and it was with an extremely sexist and ill-informed employee who informed me that since I was publishing more than the men this justified my being paid less, and really is this the policy of the university? So, in short, I got nowhere on it, as an individual.

And I think that is partly one of the reasons I left McMaster University. People who take cases do have an unpleasant time, so you have to appreciate that it helps to change the system. But I was the right person to do it because it didn’t--. I mean it was unpleasant, but it didn’t ruin my life. 

Another interesting case we took, not case, brief, was Air Canada. I think I was on an Air Canada flight and got talking to a flight attendant and realized, because I hadn’t--I wasn’t an expert in these things--and I hadn’t realized that the flight attendants were all paid less than the men, the women flight attendants, the stewardesses as they were called. So we did a little bit of analysis and we decided and I guess this was the National Action Committee that did this--it was NAC, and we went to Montréal and had a meeting with the board because Air Canada was a crown corporation, a federal crown corporation at the time. We had this very interesting exchange and of course they did start to change these things-- afterwards. We did get a runaround. They did say things like, well we have a contract, we can’t just do what we want, we have to abide by a contract negotiated with the union. Well the union had told us that Air Canada was miserable on these things, and they had been trying to get equity for a long time; it was Air Canada that had been insisting you see. And I dare say I’m more inclined to believe the union than Air Canada on this one. 

The rampant sexism--there were different height requirements for women, women had to be shorter then men. Well short people are actually paid less than tall people, even among men, shorter men are paid less than taller men and women of course are shorter, tend to be paid less than men. Because after all you have an authority structure, and we associate authority with being tall, and they should be paid more, after all it takes more for them to get going, they’ve got to rise against gravity and all that. So somebody actually asked, why is it that you have these height requirements? There was a minimum height of course because they have to be able to put things into the overhead bins, but you can’t be too tall, or else you would hit your head on the ceiling--and this is an Air Canada vice- president telling us that if women were more than 5’6" or something like that they would hit their head on the ceiling. Then somebody said to them, but the men are taller, do they not hit their heads on the ceiling? I mean at some point you realize that you don’t have to be a rocket scientist to prepare and to work on a brief: you have to have a lot of common sense (laughs). And not be talked out of a good position by a stupid position. Things like that changed. 

Then of course women had to be younger--well they wanted them to be chicks basically. Then [our] people would point out, why should women be forcibly retired at a certain age? Don’t they need their jobs? And eventually it became of course a job that you didn’t have to retire out of at a certain age. And the language: there were five categories [of flight attendants] and there were no women pilots at that time, and I don’t know that there are very many now. They explained that that the pilots all basically all in came from the Air Force and women didn’t go into the Air Force, so it’s not us that’s discriminating against them, they said with some pleasure. So but the flight director was a male employee, the purser was a male employee, then of course there were the female categories and they got changed. Then the term flight attendant began to be used instead of sex specific things. Again we felt we’d made some progress with relatively little effort, of getting more jobs opening up and making our points and things of that sort. 

Now I realize I didn’t get on, can we switch back to the Ontario Committee or would you rather do that at the end?

BB: No, no, now’s fine

LM: Would that be awkward? Are you going to splice these together at all or they going to stay as they are?

BB: They more or less stay as they are, but that’s fine

LM: Okay, one of the things that we did with the Ontario Committee was, I just mentioned this but I realized I didn’t go into any detail, was holding these election meetings and analyzing the positions of the parties on women’s issues, because of course we wanted them to be committed to implementing the royal commission recommendations. And we did actually have some public meetings on the subject and we issued report cards and there’s a fair bit of documentation on that so I mention that. We did that provincially first, but we also did it federally. Trudeau, Joe Clark and Ed Broadbent were the three, I guess the only three, party leaders in federal politics. No, Social Credit was in, but it was not so significant, certainly not for Ontario. Pierre Trudeau refused to meet with us and refused to attend a public meeting on the subject. We then went and leafletted a meeting which he would be attending. It was meeting with Bob Kaplan, so we went. I had never leafletted a meeting before. We made these leaflets and went up there and handed them out. I didn’t realize--I thought it might be a bad experience--[but it was a] perfectly pleasant experience. People in the political process--we are on the outside not on the inside--but people in politics are very, very, very practical. They know that the people on the outside today might be on the inside tomorrow and vice versa, so everyone was very friendly and nice to us. As a result of that we were invited to meet with him [Trudeau] privately, and we did have a meeting him. It was a real eye-opener because he was so extremely hostile on native women’s issues, and really defended the status quo. If you let native women get their status back, they’d all want to go back on the reserves and where would they be housed? Are we going to have high rises for them? [Trudeau said]. 

It was really, really awful. Laurell Ritchie and I wrote it up, or Laurell wrote it up? and somehow it got published in Canadian Forum as a dialogue. It was quite, quite, quite appalling. Pierre Trudeau was awful on women’s issues, routinely awful on all kinds of things, like married women’s property rights, like the Murdoch case. All that legislation had to be changed, but he was on the wrong side on all of those issues. Joe Clark--he was a Conservative--and of course he was so very much better and David McDonald was a senior Tory, now NDP, and he was excellent. Then, when he became minister for the Status of Women, which he was only very briefly, we had a very sympathetic person. That’s when we actually got the recognition of Persons Day, which is another subject I’ll get on to shortly. We did have a good meeting with Joe Clark. It was a public meeting. We addressed issues and he answered questions. We had a good one with Ed Broadbent, again public, and he answered questions and was very progressive and so those things (knock on door) oh excuse me will you just (pause)

We were on the, we got past the political meetings did we? And trying to get to where that was leading to, Trudeau, and learning about the leafletting and all that and oh, the Persons Case--got to tell you about the Person’s Case. 

In 1978, NAC marked the 50th year that the Supreme Court of Canada declared that women were not persons. That was reversed, fortunately, by the Privy Council in England the following year. So that eventually there was a celebration in 1979--I was NAC president by that time--of women being persons for 50 years. But I had a bee in my bonnet that we should point out that women were not persons, thanks to the Supreme Court of Canada, and that in fact it was only through an appeal to England--an appeal that we no longer had access to since the Constitutional arrangements had subsequently changed. So we commissioned a medallion of the five women, a nice medallion although not as fancy as the one government with our tax dollars eventually commissioned, but the same sculptor, Dora de Pedery Hunt. We produced them. What we did to flag it was a group of us went to the Supreme Court of Canada with the medallion, to present it to the chief justice, the late Bora Laskin. He had two other justices with him to receive us as a recognition of this event, and to be given to the first woman justice who would be appointed to the Supreme Court of Canada, which we hoped would be soon. Bora Laskin was of course magnificent. He understood discrimination--he was one of the people who had written minority reports. I think he had written the minority report on the Murdoch case for example. He may have on others--he was certainly the most enlightened of the justices--and he himself as a Jew had suffered discrimination. He had trouble getting articles you see, an outstanding law student and he couldn’t get a job--so he knew discrimination himself. He was quite intrigued by this and he had Mr Justice Dixon, who of course was a very distinguished judge, and one of the dinosaurs [Martland] and they were all extremely cordial. We had this very interesting exchange. Bora Laskin basically said, "we know why you’re here." (laughs) We had this very friendly, very private exchange. I think we had pictures taken at some point, maybe the beginning or maybe the end, and he responded very [well] and he welcomed us and the obvious amusement about the situation. We can’t appeal, you know, we count on you now, because we can’t go any further, and we hope we don’t have to, you see. And we kind of got the message that we couldn’t overturn any bad decisions that they made. 

And of course things did begin to change. Bertha Wilson was the first woman justice--that happened very soon after. She was outstanding. I then had the interesting experience of meeting Bora Laskin and Bertha Wilson later. When I was a member of Parliament I was on the Justice Committee--I was the justice critic for a while, and the custom then was for the justice committee to invite Supreme Court justices for a dinner once a year. This was held on the Hill and it was just an informal exchange about justice issues. And so I actually saw them again. I hadn’t met Bertha Wilson before, and needless to say we had a very friendly exchange, because no doubt we had something to do with her getting an appointment, who knows how long it would have taken? 

Now of course women are well represented on the court and it hasn’t proved to be a problem at all. And I feared that then one would be the ceiling. Then they would say, there aren’t that many [women] ready to be appointed, because you have to have a pool of people before; you can’t have women bishops until you have women priests; you can’t have women judges until you have women lawyers. But I would say that the federal government moved very speedily to move women from the lawyer position to being a judge; that moved faster than ever I would have thought. And we did begin see better decisions. Certainly not all--we get on to the Charter--that’s another issue, and I haven’t seen much, its hard to see improvement from the Charter, but simply from having women judges things like property and custody and all kinds of things like that we saw enormous improvements. With changes in the laws themselves, but also changes by having women judges. Perhaps we should get on to the Charter.

BB: Yes, that’s sort of the timeline, up to 1980, early ’80s

LM: Those of us who had been working on women’s issues in the ’70s were very aware that the courts were against us, and that even good laws were badly interpreted. For example, the Diefenbaker Bill of Rights, which did have measures for sex equality, and the Canadian Bill of Rights had been used successfully by a native man, Mr Drybones, for overturning the discriminatory laws about natives not being allowed into beer parlors. Because that was ruled to be discriminatory--I mean, a white man can go in, a native man can’t--this is clear and blatant discrimination. Now when it came however to women and the Indian Act, there were the cases of Lavell and Bedard that went to the Supreme Court of Canada. They were denied Indian status, thanks to the legislation, which of course was quite simply the legislation on citizenship of the time, the BNA Act. Basically women acquired the citizenship of their husband and lost their own previous one, and that was with Indian status. But it was being fought, and here we actually have a Bill of Rights, but they were denied it because the ruling was that, and I can’t remember which (I wrote it up and if I consulted my notes I could tell you which case it was) but this Indian woman was being treated no differently from any other Indian woman. You see, so then it wasn’t discrimination. Well, Mr Drybones was not being treated differently from any native man; he was being treated exactly the same as every other native man. [Yet] the same logic did not apply to women as to men. I was very, very disturbed by this and realized that it’s not just the wording--there is all this interpretation that is just stupid. Why would you want to give more power to the courts, because you want to overturn the courts. You can overturn legislation; you can re-write it. You can’t--its very hard to impeach a judge--has ever one been impeached in Canada? I don’t know. But politicians get thrown out all the time, and there is a change in the political process. So I was personally not at all keen to have a Charter of Rights. I really did not see women’s issues advancing at all through giving the courts more power, and indeed was a bit nervous about it. 

Now we realized soon that we were going to get one whether we liked it or not, because Trudeau was very, very, committed to it. He is a Liberal in a very different way, and of course he did not care about things like native women’s rights--we already knew that. So I had to change my own tactics; I would rather not have a charter, but since we’re going to have a charter, we had better get good working. The wording in the Canadian Bill of Rights was obviously not adequate, given how it had been interpreted, and these would be the same judges doing the interpretation, which was one reason why we got Section 28. We argued precisely that the wording hadn’t worked. When it comes to women you have to say it twice, at least. And then we also got the affirmative action [clause], which was very, very good and properly worded. That campaign took a relatively short period of time. 

The government wanted to derail things. The Advisory Council [on the Status of Women] had planned this big conference, which was then canceled by poor Lloyd Axeworthy, who made the most serious political mistake of his career, and changed a lot of people’s lives. Of course women rose to the occasion and Doris Anderson did, and you know the Ad Hoc Committee that put on the conference put on a splendid conference. Political women themselves who were elected did all kinds of things behind the scenes, and things changed. Now I was president of NAC so I went. NAC did not take a position on all of these points for obvious reasons, because we were doing a balancing act with various provinces and so on. But I did give the NAC brief. 

BB: So you were the president at that time?

LM: I was the president and I was involved in writing the brief and in meeting with people like Mary Lou McPhedran and so on, because we didn’t have experts. They developed their expertise very rapidly and did an excellent job. People like Mary Lou went on to have very distinguished carriers, but we started with all very, very, young, very inexperienced [lawyers]. And I only had the practical experience as a lobbyist, you see, of having some views as to how things worked, and knowing what things worked and what things did not work. So I went to give the brief and it was in the Railway Committee Room in Ottawa, in the Centre Block. It was co-chaired by a Liberal MP and a senator. And the senator, Senator Hayes from Alberta, was of the old school. After we gave our brief, it was a very serious brief, and I think it was a good brief--I was quite pleased with it where we pointed out how the wording didn’t work. And it’s all very well to have a charter but the wording--anyways I explained all these points--and it’s all down in black and white. In any event, at the end of it, Senator Hayes made extraordinary remarks which were of course caught probably there in the committee minutes; they’re certainly in the CBC. Well if the women get equality, who’s going to look after the babies? [he said]. And it was really quite astonishing that this would be made a joke of…

BB: This is 1982

LM: 1981. However, as these things happen, it did increase interest in the subject, because of course there were many briefs that happened that day and ours got front and centre in certainly the CBC news and probably lots of other news outlets. I remember being there and I remember seeing the very nice Liberal Quebec [MP[, who was it Claude André? I can’t remember his name, anyway, nice progressive MP. He just, he buried his face in his arms and moaned and groaned about the embarrassment of his co-chair. I’m recorded as being absolutely speechless. I couldn’t, could not respond to this. So then of course we were surrounded by the media asking what did we have to say to it. I said, I don’t think the senator got our message. (laughs) The blatant stupidity of the remark, because we had given a very sober brief. Senator Hayes did us a favour in retrospect--we got wonderful coverage and people learned that if they made light of us they weren’t going to look good, because the media were on our side. There’s no doubt, they could just hardly wait to get to us and were just ready to eat it up. So, you see, we could see that the dynamics were changing, that there was a lot of sympathy. It was a harder grind at the beginning, but I could see some things changing. 

Then of course we did win a lot of those things and when I say ‘we’ there were a number of people working in various capacities within NAC: Lorenne Clark did a lot of that; she was a lawyer and a law professor, and she had an interesting correspondence with Pierre Trudeau on the subject, which I hope is available somewhere. So we felt we did make a lot of progress on that. From the perspective of all these years later, 25 plus years later, I don’t think the charter has done women very much good. The charter has been very good for crooks certainly, I’m speaking facetiously, rights for convicted persons and charged persons obviously, have benefited very much. But the big equal pay case--and equal pay was one of our big issue, and it’s something I worked on personally and done analysis on. The big Newfoundland Public and Private Employees Association case, the Supreme Court of Canada, after tribunals and eventually, they basically--it was just as stupid as Murdoch and Lavell and Bedard, and all of those earlier women’s cases from the 1970s. The legislation says something, says you don’t get equal pay by reducing women’s pay, and you don’t use financial exigency as an excuse. And that’s what they [the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador] did, and they did it without any justification. The politics at the time were that the province of Newfoundland was pleading dire necessity for other political purposes, for negotiating a better deal on power. So they never had to show any evidence, not that even evidence would have been relevant given the wording of the law. You might say that the justices failed it in two ways: one to not have demanded any evidence at all, and in fact to make ability to pay the issue, when the law didn’t say that. So as I say, equal pay which is the thing that affects nearly all women in Canada, certainly for a good part of their lives, we did not benefit from the Charter of Rights. So those things have had to be fought out in other ways. Women have made improvements, no doubt about that, but they’ve been fought out through collective bargaining and through better education and through this and through that--not from charter protection. 

Charter protection did--another issue that I’ve worked on but not particularly as a women’s issue--and that is tobacco, the Non-smokers’ Health Act. The Supreme Court failed miserably on that one, of giving corporate rights to free expression over health. So I still tend to be quite critical of judges myself. And I’m hard pressed to find real improvements made through the charter, as opposed to other kinds of political activity. 

BB: Talk a little bit if you could about your own political activity, because shortly after the Charter debate you became a Member of Parliament, 1984?

LM: 1982. I was NAC president 1979 to 1981, and at that time you could only be president for two years, two separate terms, each one-term elections. So when I was winding that up, and I was wondering about what to do next, and I had people approaching me about running--and I was NDP although I had not had a party membership while I was NAC president--as I had to work with everybody and I was trying not to be too partisan. I was actually approached to run provincially in St George’s, where there was actually a woman sitting, Margaret Campbell, who was actually good on women’s issues, equal pay and things of that sort. I actually went to see her and I’m sorry to say she mislead me, because she said she was running again. I decided I was not going to run there because I was not going to run against a good woman. I don’t know if I would have run against a bad woman, but I certainly wasn’t going to run against a good woman. And so I said no to that. Then in fact she didn’t run, not that it mattered. I don’t think the NDP was going to win that riding anyways. 

I then got approached to run in Oriole in North York, and it’s not an area where the NDP does well at all, but the labour critic for the NDP, Ted Bounsel was very pro-woman. He said, well this is a good place for you to just give it a try; you lose--no one’s going to have expected you to have won; no one’s going to blame you. You’ll see if you like it or not, just see if you like it. And I thought that made eminent good sense, and it was only a few weeks out of my life (because I was only nominated after the election had been called, so its not as if, its not like a serious place where you start working months ahead of time). And I realized I did like it. I liked the all-candidates meetings and so forth. And at that time it was coming up just as I finished my NAC term, I was still on as past-president, but I was clearly on my way out of the executive, because we also had a four-year term. So even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t have. So I certainly was open to running.

Then it happened that Bob Rae left Broadview-Greenwood--it’s now Broadview-Danforth--to become the provincial leader. That opening was there and it occurred to me, and occurred to other people, that that would be a good place for me to run. Now, unbeknownst to me, Bob and Stephen Lewis and various higher-ups in the NDP had decided it should go to Gerald Caplan, who was a long-time and very well-respected member of the party, and a very able person. It was one of these things that the NDP is in favour of women candidates, but basically where they’re going to lose. Where a woman has a chance there is always somebody [male] better. There were only two women in a caucus of 30 plus, both from BC. There wasn’t a woman from Ontario, and I didn’t even know that Gerry Caplan was looking at it--I wasn’t running against him in any deliberate sense, I just thought that this was an opportunity. I lived right next door to it, I knew the area well. The area where I was living at the time, which is where I’m living now, was not going to elect an NDP person. It made sense to go there. 

So I worked out a nomination campaign (I’d prepared one for Aideen Nicholson so I knew how to do it you see). And I will also tell you that one of the things that happened is that I was underestimated because I am a woman. This of course is standard--women are underestimated. And Gerald Caplan was very well thought of and he had a very good network of strong supporters and basically everyone thought that he was going to win. I was eventually asked why was I running against Gerald Caplan, and I was even told that I shouldn’t be running against him, that a woman couldn’t win the riding. I was even told that by New Democrats, which I am embarrassed to say. But it also happened that Gerry and his organizers underestimated me and didn’t work as hard as they might have. If they had known how bloody-minded I was about it, maybe they would have beat me, I don’t know. But my strategy was to sell memberships to people, because you had a certain amount of time; you could sign up people within a month of the nomination meeting. You couldn’t bus people in [on] the night, or that sort of thing. So that was fair game. Then I would have the month before to try and persuade the existing members. I used that time in the run-up to bring in new members, and that’s how parties gain strength. People come in to support somebody, and then a lot of them stay, and so the membership base is built. So I started with people I knew, and I would go and I would phone people up and say, I was seeking the nomination and I’m trying to get new members to come in, and obviously it’s a secret ballot, I can’t force you to vote for me, but I would hope you would be open to it and could we at least discuss the possibility of your joining. A lot of people said yes, and I’d make an appointment. I’d go over and see them and bounce the baby on my lap and pat the cat and so on. And I sold a lot of memberships. I didn’t tell anybody apart from my campaign manager how many I was selling. I would phone and set up these appointments, then I’d go out until basically about ten o’clock at night--it was summer and one could go out fairly late. Then I would come back with my little wad of money--because people had to pay for them, although I did learn that some other people selling memberships didn’t make the people pay, and got a few fraudulent memberships-- but all mine were very legitimate. Then I’d phone the campaign manager and I would say, seven or twelve or four or eleven or whatever it was. So they started to mount up and the other guys, they were selling memberships, too, but not nearly to the same extent. 

I ended up at one person’s house in East York at the same time as Gord Cran--I think he was then an alderman, a nice man, and so we both--this was probably an existing member actually, not some new membership, so I’m changing the subject slightly. But we end[ed] up there, and there are so many prejudices against women but sometimes the prejudices end up in your favour, and this was one of those funny instances. I guess I had gotten there first and we were chatting and I was about ready to move on when Gord arrived. It was an Italian family and they brought out their homemade wine. I think this was like eleven in the morning, or noon or something, like not the time of day that you want to have drink if you’re seriously trying to get work done. The husband was trying to force this wine on us, and of course the wife defended me, Miss McDonald was not going to have a drink you see, and I thanked them so much, and I said I had no doubt there wine was just wonderful, but I did have to move on, and I’d so much enjoyed and no doubt they would want to talk to the new person (laughs). So poor Gord Cran was left having to drink wine with them (laughs). I saw him [later] and we got a laugh out of it, it wasn’t as if I was being mean to him, it was just the circumstances. 

I found this process of going around, it was very interesting. I’m a sociologist; I like meeting people. It was interesting to see people, how they lived, what they had to say, what their concerns were. A number of them became executive members and got to be very active, and it was a very, very good process. 

I also found out that people were not against a woman running at all. The few people who had said that were basically, I think, they were supporting Gerald Caplan, and they were saying that to try and to dissuade me. I found a lot of openness and I even had people say we need more women, it’s time, it’s time. There were so few women. I think when I was elected there were 16 and this was before I was elected, so it was lower than that, I was the third woman in the NDP caucus. We were a very small number. And so that was interesting to get in there. Now, I was never women’s critic, but because there were so few women I ended up taking, doing, a lot of the women’s work, and ended up taking cases on unequal pay and all kinds of discrimination. [I had] a kind of running caseload on women’s issues as well. And then doing things like liaison, I did a little bit of liaison with NAC. NAC then had those big, big lobby sessions that were quite intimidating to politicians, very interesting. And NAC eventually overstayed its welcome and made a whole lot of mistakes. 

We can get on to funding issue, that’s one thing that we should get back to. I did see it on both sides, being lobbied and doing the lobbying, and I could see how politicians, male politicians, could be quite intimidated by the NAC group coming in such large numbers and doing it differently from any other lobby group. I’d also seen it from the other side of having to have a preparation session, because a lot of people had never spoke into a microphone before and they had never talked to an MP before. And of course they didn’t know things that we all know now, that you can [speak], that they are ordinary human beings, and some of them are smart, and some of them are not so smart, and it’s not really all that intimidating once you get used to it. So a lot of things happened when I was in Parliament, even though I wasn’t the women’s critic at all. 

I was justice critic and I found out that the NDP position taken by Bob Rae was a very bad one on things like maintenance. Oh the men can’t afford the maintenance, [he said]. Just shameful. Of course a small number can’t, but that would be taken into consideration. But vast numbers can, and would go out and buy a sports car and not pay their maintenance. We know that that’s one of the absolute scandals of men getting away with not paying maintenance. So there were lots of bad policies as well. But a fair willingness to address them, I will say.

Ed Broadbent was quite open on those issues, and you could have a rational discussion on those things. And the other women in caucus, Pauline Jewett of course was superb, Margaret Mitchell was superb, and we had Marian Dewar only for a short while. So that women’s issues did move while I was there. 

I certainly kept up in touch with Mary Two-Axe Earley because legislation was coming through, and we thought legislation was passed and it was sabotaged by John Munro, and by being left to the last minute. (That is a whole long sorry story, and I don’t have the details close to hand.) I mean it eventually got through, but it should have gone through years earlier. It’s one of those things that you find out you have to watch every step of the way. You have an appointment and then you’re put at the bottom of the list, well then we don’t have time to see you. And this was one of those things, well we’re committed to getting it through, but in fact the session ends before and we don’t have unanimous consent to extend the session. Why did you leave it till the last day that required unanimous consent? That shouldn’t have been done. So there were things of that sort, but certainly the numbers of women did improve while I was there. 

It was fairly easy to raise women’s issues in question period, to get statements and so forth. As a member of Parliament you got access to ministers; you could take cases and protest things. There were horrible cases, of Mary Pitawanakwat in Saskatchewan, horrible, horrible, [a] native woman who was discriminated against. And I was doing more the cases than the legislation at that stage, but when you’re there you can take them on you see. If you’re not there you have to make an appointment to see a Cabinet minister. If you’re there you just walk over and have a chat, and so in that sense there is a lot to be said for simply being there. Could you just stop it for a moment and I’ll….

NAC and funding was a really, really big issue and a thorny and divisive issue the whole time I was involved. NAC had some government funding, certainly very little at first, and we did get some improvements in it. But I was always very sensitive to the notion that we would then be in some ways beholden to government in some way. And we could be cut off for one thing or there would be some kind of sense that we had to oblige them and be more supportive and not be critical. Women tended to be, and even Laura Sabia tended to be, oh well that never stops me from talking you know. I don’t think that’s quite true and in any event, even if it doesn’t stop some individuals from saying what’s on their minds, you are vulnerable if you do say what’s on your mind, of having it cut. I thought it was very unhealthy. It [the government funding] kept going up and up and up. It was a political issue; I was NDP and so I was more sensitive to this and there were a number of Liberal women. It was a Liberal government at the time, a part from that very brief period when Joe Clark was prime minister. The Liberal women felt very confident that the Liberals would deliver and I wasn’t so confident that that would happen all the time. There can be changes in government and certainly Trudeau was awful on women’s issues, even if he was delivering on funding. So I felt it was very unhealthy. 

We did do some things about it. We started Friends of NAC, and that meant that some people, because NAC–-being an organization based on organizational as opposed to individual memberships--no individuals ever had a vote. Friends of NAC meant that some people could contribute, even if it was only $25 and we thought maybe some would give more, that it would extend the funding a little bit and give us a bit more independence. But Friends of NAC was not actively promoted by other people, I’m sorry to say, I think it should have been. I had seen how other membership organizations did work; the National Organization of Women in the U.S. is membership based and the Women’s Union of Greece is membership based. I was actually in Athens for their New Year celebration and they had a big party, an annual meeting party, at a big hotel and they all came and they paid their dues and they had fun. There were some speeches and it was a wonderful occasion and I realized this doesn’t have to be too grim at all. This could be, we could do fund raising and it would be informative, and people would feel more committed. There are positives as well, [but] I didn’t win those arguments by and large. There was a compromise, we did get Friends of NAC; it wasn’t as strongly promoted as it could have been. And then we got the NAC Trust going, and again there was some goodwill about it. I forget who did the work on it, I’m sure it was done pro bono, and it did get set up and with a perfectly reasonable structure. That did mean that people could give donations to it and get a charitable receipt, and the donations could be used for educational, well obviously they couldn’t be used for any kind of a campaign, but it could spell us off on some of the expenses. Again that was good idea, but it wasn’t as actively promoted as it might have been. But we did make a start on those things. 

Then we had, the big, big, big fight that happened within the National Action Committee. We had a dinner, and it had been agreed to invite Lise Payette, who was a member of the Parti Québécois in Québec, and an outstanding feminist, to be the speaker. We thought this would be of interest to people. And this must have been approved by the executive, certainly couldn’t have been done by me. (I don’t remember all the details; it certainly couldn’t have been done by one person.) So it was agreed; she came, and we thought that this would create a lot of interest and would get people to come out to it. Well, this was considered scandalous by some of the Liberal women. They took it as if I was the one who had to pay for it, and a motion of non-confidence was passed against me at the next NAC executive meeting. We’d never had a motion of non-confidence and 

BB: And this was because she was a member of the Parti Québécois?

LM: Yes, I think so, I think so, I can’t figure out any other [reason]. The non-confidence, was pretty trumped up. I don’t remember the exact wording, but it was, everybody knew--the meeting [to plan the non-confidence motion] took place the same evening. They organized it, after she had spoken. I think there was a fairly direct [connection] and I think they voted the next day. So I spent six months as NAC president, my last six months, with a motion of non-confidence against me. And also, and this certainly put a damper on things like having speakers come in. And having a big event, if you’re going to get dumped on in this way. So I had to explain to people this very embarrassing situation. I ended up going for lunch with member groups and so forth, people to the NAC annual meeting, because I wanted to get it overturned and I obviously I couldn’t get it overturned at the executive because people supporting me were clearly in a minority. I talked to people. I found out that many more groups had had motions of non-confidence than I realized, this was a not all that unusual and usually they were over something [trivial]; people had got mad over something, and somehow they had gotten resolved. And I did find out there was a lot of support for me and people were quite scandalized about how this had happened. People did realize that there were some politics going on. [But] some people were a bit slow and one member of the executive suggested that we should have a psychologist come in and help us have more positive feelings for each other, which I thought was rather silly, I don’t think it was personal at all. I think it really was political. And I think they assumed that I would resign, having had this non-confidence motion passed. Well, I was not totally un-savvy at that time, and when I went in I knew there would be some tough fights. I had decided when I went in I would not resign no matter what. That was the only time that clearly somebody wanted me to resign, and I didn’t resign. 

But it [the non-confidence motion] couldn’t be reversed. I wanted to move a motion or have somebody move a motion at the next annual meeting to rescind the motion of non-confidence. Apparently the Parliamentarians [at NAC] ruled that that could not be done, because it had been an executive motion and not an annual meeting motion. Of course an annual meeting could pass a motion of confidence in me, which would in effect overturn it. 

The other thing that happened was that the next president had already been elected before the annual general meeting was held, because the meeting was held--I think the speeches were held on the Friday evening, the election of the next president was held on the Saturday morning, and the AGM was not held until the Sunday afternoon. So my report, detailing what had happened in this motion of non-confidence, people didn’t get to debate until the Sunday afternoon, by which point the next president had already been selected. [She] was one of the people who had opposed me--this was Jean Wood and she had a different agenda, too, because she worked for ManuLife and was promoting private pensions. This is another digression and a long involved one.

Because it is worth a subject itself, that is, NAC for a very brief period held a position in favour of private pensions as opposed to improving the Canada Pension Plan, which is absolutely nuts for a group that is trying to represent the broad section of Canadian women. So one of the other things that I had to do was to get that undone. That was a long complicated process, where we organized to get a special general meeting called before the [next] annual meeting. Then [we] canvassed across the country to get people, saying blatantly what it was for, that a motion had been passed in the throes, basically a takeover of the pensions committee by Jean Wood, and with all the stuff about the non-confidence motion. It had gone through and people didn’t realize how closely linked these things were until the annual general meeting, at which point it was too late. So eventually we got, we found there was a lot of support for the Canada Pension Plan and for overturning the position of the pensions committee, and Jean Wood, who I would suppose was probably being paid by her company to do this. Imagine having NAC, the largest women’s organization in the country, advocating private pensions, and she was an assistant general manager at ManuLife. In fact, when she had taken me out for lunch she paid the bill and I said, oh no, no we should split it or something like that. And she said, oh no, this is on me, ManuLife, oh maybe you’ll want a pension sometime, just a little joke. I suspect she took a lot of [NAC] people out for lunch, and it wasn’t just about purporting to be selling them a private pension, but basically buttering people up to support private pensions as a NAC position. 

Well we got enough support. I think she either chickened out or was told by her superiors, look this is going to be much of a mess and she withdrew. So then we had to undo and not have a [special] meeting, so that the position then did become in favour of improving the Canada Pension Plan, not private pensions. We got a new person in, Louise Dulude, who was a pensions expert and was promoting public pensions. So Jean Wood did serve as president, and she actually left the country. She was a Brit, so she went back to the U.K. So she did not stay on as past president, and so forth. But that was a very, very nasty episode and showed how NAC could have been taken over. So you have a number of overlapping things: somebody with a private agenda, and private corporate interests at stake; you have people who are politically active, and people who were executive members. I don’t know how much Laura Marsden was involved in this and I can’t remember if she was; she was certainly active in the Liberal Party, I think this was before she was a senator and I don’t want to say I’m blaming her because there were lots and lots of Liberals who were involved at that time, and I even know their names, although I probably haven’t remembered them all and I don’t particularly care to. But it/they were the dominant group within NAC, no doubt about that, and they were quite prominent ones. None of them were elected people, but they might have been on their provincial executive or something--they were fairly well known, and senior Liberals. 

So basically we got some compromises on the funding issue. We did get Friends of NAC going. We got the NAC Trust going. After I left they continued, but they were not really [supported]; they should have been improved. They should have been growing at that time. And they didn’t, and increasingly NAC became dependent on funding from government. The argument was that they were entitled to it--and all these dumb arguments. We may indeed be entitled to it [funding], but be we don’t have any decision on it, and it can be cut off instantly. 

Then it [the funding] started to go down. NAC was certainly getting warning, that it was going down, and no one took means to, then to really revive Friends of NAC or the NAC Trust or do any fund raising. No one seriously tried to do that. Then the last annual meeting that NAC held was, they decided, the executive decided in a very misguided way, to go ahead as if it had been funded. And they still haven’t paid Air Canada for all the fares. They brought people in from across the country, because this is one of the things that happened--the regional representation, which started small, got extended. Of course regional representation is extremely expensive, and clearly it’s desirable, but it did, NAC, got overblown. It [NAC] got committed to a lifestyle, to having expensive meetings that could not be paid for.

BB: And why was the funding cut by government?

LM: NAC was getting too lippy. Governments were tired. These lobby sessions were quite nerve-wracking for ministers. When we--we had to train women to speak in a microphone and to not be talked out of their questions--and we had practice sessions the Sunday evening before the lobby session on Monday, because at first women were very, very nervous. Well over a few years people had done it before--they were lippier the next time and they got to be quite tough. They were really, and men are not used to women being quite so tough. They came on hammering, and it was a large group of people there. It was quite unlike other sessions. Usually lobby sessions, I mean lobby literally went back to the old lobby, and this was in a big committee room--or you meet in the lobby and have a meeting in an office. They tended to be more intimate, more friendly. These were--they got to be--fairly hostile. You’d have to ask the Liberals obviously why they did cut the funding ultimately. They certainly gave warning, there’s no doubt that they gave warning and NAC wasn’t listening. 

I think NAC made terrible mistakes.

BB: I’m interested in your sort of analysis or thoughts given your background as a sociologist. The Second Wave Feminist Movement has been critiqued for not necessarily being good at incorporating difference or diversity in its ranks – women of colour and so on – especially in NAC. Do you have any thoughts on that?

LM: This is always said, and of course in Canada, women of colour are a very small percentage. They were always part of NAC. [You could] certainly see women of colour at annual meetings, and people like Jean Augustine were there, who later was a prominent MP. She never ran for the executive to my knowledge. When I was on the executive there was one non-white woman, Farida Shaikh, which would have been exactly proportional to the statistics, to where women were in the general population. So when you say there aren’t women, weren’t a large portion of the executive, well no, they’re not a large portion of the population.

BB: Or immigrant women or

LM: Oh there were immigrant women in NAC, there were, but immigrant women are still a small portion. At that time visible minority women were seven percent of the population. So if you have an executive of 15 to 20, you know, I think we were 15 at that time, you’re talking about one person, and we did have one person. So if you’re saying well you had only one person, well yes, women were not over-represented, and since most of the women on NAC obviously they are people who are at least well enough off that they can attend meetings, because we didn’t pay people to come so that they couldn’t be desperately poor and be in NAC, you didn’t have to be rich but you couldn’t be desperately poor. So you’d have to expect that very new immigrants are not likely to be able to, so I think our representation was probably about what you would expect from the population. And this isn’t said, but I’m a sociologist and if you go by the figures this is what it was. 

Now in terms of issues, the big race issue of the time was native women, and NAC did an enormous amount of work on that, really a lot, really made it a priority. Now, we did not have women as women of colour asking NAC for support on issues, we had First Nations’ women asking for support, and they got it. So we certainly never turned anyone down on these issues. 

Immigrant women, we did we did a lot of immigrant women’s issues, things like language training. Marjorie Cohen worked very hard on this; the employment committee worked very hard on this. It didn’t come up as, that wasn’t a race issue, that was an immigrant issue, obviously with overtones of race. But NAC did a lot on immigrant women and access to language training and again having to go through, the things I mentioned having to do with Air Canada and all that. [For example] the wife doesn’t get the language training, the husband gets the language training because he’s the breadwinner. Then of course, as in many immigrant families the wife also works, so you’d point that out. And they’d [officials] say well if she’s got a job she doesn’t need the language training, she got a job without it, I mean literally these things were said, an absolutely circular [argument]. So the employment committee did work on those issues. It’s simply not true that NAC wasn’t doing those things. Now, as I say, there was only one non-white woman on the executive while I was on it, only one but. 

BB: Thank you for that. And you touched on this…


LM: Oh diversity, I’ll tell you one other thing that happened while I was on the executive is that Lorenne Clark, who was a heterosexual woman, felt very strongly that NAC should have a position about lesbianism, because it was a public issue at that time. There should be protection [against discrimination] on grounds of sexual orientation in the Ontario Human Rights Code, the charter, etc. Those were political issues. And it’s hard to imagine it now, but the thinking back at that time was just in a totally different world. Lorenne said, NAC should have a position on this, that we are in favour of non-discrimination and all that. And she got a little committee together--she was a lawyer--and worked out a policy. We got a policy statement passed at that time. 

But I recall the mentality. I ran provincially in the Oriole riding, this was 1971 and it was certainly an issue then, and gay men more particularly than the women raising it in all-candidates meetings. The Conservative would say, I am a father of five children, need I say more? And the Liberal man would say, I’m in favour of no discrimination against gay people--or homosexual people I think was a term-- except of course in the school system, which would mean if you were literally going to do that, you would fire all gay teachers, you know (laughs). And he would say this at a public meeting. And this passed for a reasonable answer to some people!

BB: The implication being that they were a threat to children?

LM: Yes. It didn’t have to be explained. We all knew that. And that was an argument that had to be addressed, that children can be molested by heterosexual people or homosexual people and the likelihood isn’t any greater from one group than from the other, I understand. So I mean views were very, very backward then but NAC did take a stand on the issue. The impetus came from a member of the executive who was herself heterosexual who just thought we were a big organization we need to be taking a stand. There were lesbian women on the executive at the time, but they basically kept it very quiet. And goodness knows we had enough issues to deal with--it’s not as if we had a spare minute that we were looking for another issue. So that was another area where, now I can’t remember the year that that happened, it was in the seventies certainly, before I was president, that NAC was boning up on the issue and taking a stand on it. But I think the critique of NAC for not being good on these issues, frankly I think people had no understanding of just how much people worked on native women’s rights, and that a fair bit on the pay issues on equal pay and language training and so forth on immigrant women. And that just seems to have been forgotten.

BB: I want, if you don’t mind, I want to go back just a little bit, to touch on some of the demographics, you talked about this, can you talk about, what led you, like you said, there weren’t a lot of women going to university or there might have been going to university, but you went to university, you became a sociologist, you were university educated, you became a professor and went into parliament and all this stuff, what in your early life allowed that to happen or your family background, can you talk a little bit about that?

LM: I came from a family with two parents and I had four brothers. Both my parents had gone to university. My mother had done social work and had worked for a brief time, but at that time a woman quit when she got married. And in fact she had children very soon and we were a family of five, so my mother never went back to work. But I took it for granted that I would go to university and I did. And I did work for a year as a social worker. In short I took the traditional, a traditional woman’s role of helping individuals as opposed to changing society. I didn’t spend too long in it before I realized that this was not, while it was something that needed to be done, that there were so many social problems what I was doing was real bandage work, and that we needed more social change. So I only worked for a year at that job before I decided to do graduate work. I ended up going to the London School of Economics, initially to do a masters degree, but then it turned into a PhD. It was in the criminology area, again looking at real problems and how people solve them, but getting more and more interested in structures and injustices of a more general nature. So and I started to teach on those things, teach on stratification. So I became an academic. I came from a privileged background, I had an academic understanding of what these issues were, and I had a commitment, a social justice commitment. I would also say it was a Christian commitment--I’m a Christian believer and I believe that God is quite democratic and no respecter of persons--and that rich people are not loved more by God than poor people. That justice is a good thing and the good Old Testament prophets--they would denounce kings and upset society and said what was wrong no matter who was doing it. Jesus was in favour of equal rights for women and respected women. So I had all kinds of things in my fairly traditional background that nonetheless had a bit of radical side to them if you think about it. 

Flora MacDonald didn’t go to university because boys didn’t go to university, because they [her family] didn’t have very much money and a girl went to secretarial school. Well, my family had more money and a girl could go, and I was the only girl. So I guess maybe it never was an issue. I got that education and I had a curious mind. I respected people and I came from a family, basically a capital ‘L’ Liberal family, certainly not NDP, but I realized that I was a social justice person and that my sympathies were more with the NDP than with anybody else. Eventually I joined although I didn’t wasn’t didn’t have a membership while I was NAC president for tactical reasons. And then all that experience within NAC, I realized I was an outsider knocking at the door--you know going to Ottawa to lobby and all the trouble it took to get appointments and make your point. Then you go home and they’re the ones carrying on. 

So that when the opportunity came to run, as I mentioned, I tried it out provincially and when I realized there was a serious opportunity to run federally I talked about the nitty-gritty about how to do it, but in fact it just made a lot sense, that I could be part of a process of change. Now obviously the NDP did not, had never had a federal government and I was not so na ve as to think one was around the corner, but I felt it was better to be part of a party and movement that was saying the right things than to be Liberal. I mean Pierre Trudeau switched from being CCF to being Liberal because he wanted to be elected and I think he gave up a lot as well and I wasn’t prepared to do that. I did a book on the NDP about how it had changed Canada, you know, Tommy Douglas and J.S. Woodsworth and all kinds of things that were the vision of the old social justice and social gospel movement, the old Christian socialists of the U.K., who had a different vision of society, and many of those things were either pioneered in Saskatchewan or in the case of medicare, pioneered there and then generalized to the rest of Canada by a Liberal government. But if you hadn’t had the CCF-NDP, there would have been nothing to generalize. So I made my home there and I’m still a member, although I’m extremely unhappy with the party on climate change and carbon tax. I think it’s lost its principals in some respects, but it’s still my party. 

BB: That actually is a great segue for the last two questions that I ask which deal with contemporary society and the first question is, what do you think are the critical issues facing women in Canada today that continue to face women, and the second piece of that is what advice do you have for women who are coming of age in Canada today?

LM: Women still face the problems of having a female body and being responsible for reproduction and for still disproportionately the child rearing. That certainly makes it harder for them to have careers and make money and have financial security, because there is--I mean when I worked on those issues there was a great hypocrisy that women should look after the children, and then they do, and they should be supported by their husbands, but then their husband leaves, even at age sixty, and there’s no pension and those things. The ideal and the reality were very far apart. They’re not as far apart now, but they still are. Women have to take more time out to have a baby, even if there is some sharing in the child rearing, and there is some. But it’s still more exceptional. Women are still the ones, still vulnerable to rape and physical violence. I think women have much more protection now, but that’s one of the things that NAC worked on. Lorenne Clark did a lot on that, worked on sexual assault and things of that sort, so I think we’ve made a difference on that. But we still have to work on those traditional areas, no doubt that. 

And quite how the dynamics work within families or within partnerships-- because a lot of it is men are simply going to have to take more responsibility and that has to be worked out at an individual and couple basis. Now the advice to women: I’m not particularly good at giving advice to women, and I’m not so active on these issues now, because for one thing I have seen enormous progress made. By no means are all problems solved, but to me we have to address the problems of the planet, and I say to young women now, and to middle-aged and to old women, we’ve made a mess of the earth and this is our big challenge now. We have to do it with men, obviously--it’s not a women’s issue, it’s an issue for all of us, and women will suffer equally with men, not more, not less, but equally with men with the mistakes that we’ve made. So I see a real paradigm shift now. I’m certainly a committed feminist, [but] I put my time into climate change and to environmental issues, because I think they are the ones that really need the most help. I think that we’re making desperate mistakes and we’re all going to pay for it. This is where I think women’s talents could be very well used, not only women, men as well, but I would challenge women to take that up. If women, women by their nature, bring the next generation forth from their bodies, think that what kind of earth are we bringing them too? Well we’ve got to change the way we live on earth and that’s an absolutely enormous change. 

I think we should take courage from the changes we’ve made on the status of women, the enormous changes that we’ve made in my lifetime: for native women, for immigrant women, for academic women, for students, women in medicine, all kinds of things have changed enormously. We’ve got to make those kinds of changes, vast changes, in how we live environmentally. That’s our big challenge. And that’s the big challenge for young women today.

BB: That’s a call to action.

LM: Oh yes.

BB: Do you have anything you want to add to this interview?

LM: Well the one little item I seem to have neglected along the way is the UN Mid-decade Conference on Women. I was NAC president at the time, that was 1980 and it was held in Copenhagen. It was an interesting experience because there were some women MPs there. The delegation was led by Lloyd Axworthy, who had not blotted his copy book yet, and Pauline Jewett was on it. Ther se Casgrain was on it--quite, quite interesting; Lise Payette was on it; and there were union women on it; Lynn Verge was on it, who then, I think, she may have been a Cabinet minister in Newfoundland; she had been on the NAC executive; Walter McLean, who was an MP, a Conservative MP, and a very pro-woman person, was on it--very, very interesting. Maureen O’Neill, who then was deputy minister, well she was deputy minister [for the Status of Women] then, but later president, IDRC, just until very recently. So she took over after Lloyd Axworthy left. But it was quite interesting to be part of an international convention. We had Sandra Lovelace came to raise the horrible problem of the women of Tobique and First Nations women, because of course section 12(1)(b) of the Indian Act was still in force, and so we tried to get support there, to try to shame Canada in the process. We tried to do some networking on making the UN make women’s issues a higher profile. Meeting with Americans and Commonwealth people, people we might have some kindred spirit with to try to get them to push those issues, certainly giving Sandra Lovelace the opportunity to raise those issues and reach out across party lines. Which is one of the things I did try actually as a member of Parliament--I did try to get women from other parties to meet, [but] that wasn’t successful. I think it’s happened since, but maybe a little bit off and on. But we did get consensus on the First Nations women, which was good to see. Women were willing to cross party lines on that issue. So that was for me a good experience, because of it also I got some experience meeting with, you might say, working MPs, of seeing how they actually did things, to help me understand that you can do things usefully as an MP. I was there as NAC president, but my term was going to be coming up before long, and I was still at that time thinking about what the next steps were. 

In terms of the dynamics the Mid-decade Convention in Copenhagen, 1980, still a lot of countries sent male delegates, because women can’t represent themselves, so you had the irony hearing women from Sweden and Finland get up and give their governments hell for how badly off they were, and then men would get up from Kuwait talking about how well off women were (laughs). So there is always a certain education going on, a little bit of reality testing going on, at these kinds of things. So that’s just one little thing that I missed out along the way that I think is perhaps worth a mention.

BB: Yep, that is interesting. 

LM: Any other questions?

BB: No I think that about covers it

LM: I think we covered a lot of ground.

