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The Guest Room
BY DEBORAH OSTROVSKY

QUEBEC’S MAPLE SPRING FLOWS ON
There are fewer people on the streets in Quebec—that’s true.
But Quebec’s student strike has continued to engage the public
in an ideological debate about neoliberal values and about what
has for many been a sacred cow since the days of the Quiet
Revolution: the right to accessible education.
The Maple Spring, or printemps érable (which sounds like
the French for “Arab spring”) is the longest-running student
protest in the nation’s history. It dates back to 2010, when
Jean Charest’s government first threatened a tuition increase,
and it reached new heights last April when Charest’s Liberals
announced a 75-percent fee hike over the next five years.
The summer brought nightly protests and le tintamarre de
casseroles, the banging of pots and pans on balconies and streets
in public displays of outrage over the passing of La Loi 78.
Bill 78 limits freedom of speech and public marches. Plans
for more protests are simmering and the law is still in effect.
Yet to describe what is happening in La Belle Province as
a strike misses the point. In Quebec it’s referred to as the
mouvement social, the social movement. Women and feminist
groups are at its forefront, even if their pacifistic role has been
downplayed by the mainstream press.
With affordable education at the centre of the mouvement
social, calls to stop the sale hausse sexiste (dirty, sexist tuition
hike) include the province’s leading feminist groups. The
Marche mondiale des femmes (World March of Women),
Quebec Native Women and La federation des femmes du
Québec, representing over 200 associations, shelters and unions,
have all made public statements of support and taken part in
rallies. Other feminist groups, such as the L’R des centre de
femmes du Québec, published manifestos demanding that
the minister formerly in charge of women’s issues, Christine
St-Pierre, speak out.
Martine Desjardins, president of the largest student group,
La fédération étudiante universitaire du Québec (FEUQ),
which includes over 125,000 members, has been outspoken
about mobilizing women.
The formation of new groups, such as Mères en colère et
solidaires (Angry mothers in solidarity), Parents contre la
hausse (Parents against the tuition hikes) and Têtes blanches,
carré rouge (Gray hair, red square) have gathered thousands

of women together affected by the strike—either as family
members or teachers.
And no wonder. Higher university fees hurt women the most.
In a statement issued by Concordia University’s Simone de
Beauvoir Institute, faculty explained that women will suffer
more from the tuition increase because they still earn only
about 75 cents for every dollar earned by men.
Even if tuition fees in Quebec remain some of the lowest in
Canada, the projected increase would perpetuate the growing
pattern of crippling debt loads Canadian women now carry.
Women also make $863,268 less, on average, over a lifetime
than a man with the same level of education.
As Eric Martin and Maxime Ouellet emphasize in their new
book, Université inc. Des mythes sur la hausse des frais de scolarité
et l’économie du savoir (University Inc: Myths about the tuition
hikes and the knowledge-based economy), fee increases make
a long-term impact on a single mother’s ability to save for her
offspring’s education. For example, she would have to allocate
over 18 percent of her income to save for a child’s four-year
degree versus the 10 percent a man would have to save.
And so, the double financial burden—paying down debt
with a lower salary coupled with the need to save more for
a child’s university education—has led all student groups to
declare their movement, among other reasons, “pro-féministe.”
Quebecers have been perplexed by some of the Canadian
news reports of the mouvement social. Take the Globe and Mail’s
Margaret Wente, whose column last spring resorted to hackneyed
images of strikers as young “children of affluence” behaving like
“the Greeks of Canada” and engaging in mob tactics.
“Youth are paying the price,” writes Lise Payette, the noted
81-year-old feminist journalist and politician, in her more
thoughtful reflections on what is at stake for the generation
Wente dismisses. “But it’s all of our society that becomes impoverished. The damage risks becoming irreparable.”
The strikers are jealously guarding what students elsewhere
have lost—affordable education. The students are also mothers,
daughters and career women who have returned to school to
improve their job prospects. Many have joined the struggle
not only in solidarity with youth, but because they are fighting
for the fiscal equality they still don’t have. 
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WOMEN, MINORITIES
SHORTCHANGED ON
NEW BANKNOTES
BY
MERNA
FORSTER

Used with the permission
of the Bank of Canada

PUSSY RIOT STRIKES
INTERNATIONAL CHORD

The Bank of Canada’s new $50 polymer note featuring a picture of an icebreaker, replaces the
former banknote with its tribute to the Famous Five and Quebec feminist icon Thérèse Casgrain.

Women, Aboriginals and people of colour
are noticeably absent from the new polymer
bills released by the Bank of Canada.
The latest series of banknotes was
designed to discourage counterfeiting, but it
was accusations of racism in connection
with a design change to the $100 bill that
grabbed headlines in August. When focus
testing of the new banknotes raised
questions about the ethnicity of an Asian
woman scientist represented on back of the
$100 note, the bank replaced her with a
Caucasian-looking figure to achieve what
the bank called “neutral ethnicity.” After
charges of racism from the Chinese
Canadian National Council, Bank of Canada
Governor Mark Carney took the unusual
step of issuing a public apology over the
$100 banknotes.
The Aboriginal art depicted on the
previous series’ $20 bill has also been
removed in favour of an image of the
monument in France commemorating
Canadian soldiers who fought at Vimy Ridge.
The Bank of Canada is responsible for
recommending changes in Canadian
currency. Its current policy is to feature
portraits of former Canadian prime ministers
and members of the Royal Family on the
front of banknotes and scenes that reflect
Canadian culture, history and achievements
on the back. The bank issued a statement in

August, saying it avoids depicting specific
individuals on banknotes, other than royals
and politicians.
A notable exception was made in 2004,
when lobbying resulted in the release of a
$50 bill that paid tribute to women in
Canadian history. The notes featured
feminist Thérèse Casgrain and the Alberta
feminists known as the Famous Five (Emily
Murphy, Nellie McClung, Henrietta Muir,
Irene Parlby and Louise McKinney). In the
latest banknote series, the women are
replaced by an image of an icebreaker.
The Bank of Canada began rolling out the
new series in November 2011 and will
continue issuing notes through 2013. When
it was revealed that the women did not
appear on the new banknotes, Calgary city
council criticized the removal of the Alberta
pioneers, as did Frances Wright, founder of
the Famous 5 Foundation.
Bank of Canada spokeswoman Julie
Girard responded by stating, “We’ve had
the privilege to feature the Famous Five on
the 50 for the last series ... now, it’s our
opportunity to celebrate new things.”
As part of his apology, Carney vowed to
review the design process and made a
commitment to consult with a broad range
of stakeholders to better capture diversity
for the next round of banknotes when
planning begins in 2014. 

Three members of the Russian
all-woman punk band Pussy Riot
become international symbols
for freedom of expression after
being arrested for staging a protest against Russian President
Vladimir Putin in a Moscow cathedral in February.
Charged with hooliganism, the
women were after sentenced to
be jailed for two years in midAugust. Judge Marina Syrova
convicted the women and said
they were motivated by religious
hatred. She ruled that they had
“crudely undermined social order.”
The case was branded an
“inquisition” by Pussy Riot supporters. Nadezhda Tolokonnikova,
Yekaterina Samutsevich and
Maria Alekhina were held in
detention after barging into
Moscow’s Cathedral of Christ
the Saviour to perform and calling for Putin’s overthrow. They
called on the Virgin Mary to “rid
us of Putin.”
During the trial, the three looked
upbeat and waved to reporters
with their free hands as they were
led from the police van into the
courthouse, handcuffed by the
other hand to guards.
Pussy Riot members won the
support of Russian and international cultural figures, including
Madonna and Björk. Anthony
Kiedis, lead singer of the rock
band Red Hot Chili Peppers, wore
a Pussy Riot T-shirt when he performed to a packed stadium in the
Russian capital in July.
Acclaimed Russian novelist
Boris Akunin made a courthouse
appearance and later called on
Russians to stage a massive
protest demanding the women’s
freedom. Amnesty International
has deemed the women prisoners
of conscience.
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Soviet opposition leader Alexei
Navalny condemned the ruling,
saying, “They are in jail because
it is Putin’s personal revenge.
This verdict was written by
Vladimir Putin.”
The defendants’ lawyer, Nikolai
Polozov, said there will be a
legal appeal against the verdict.
Updates on the case are posted
regularly at freepussyriot.org .
—BBC News

CHOICE HEATS UP IN CHILE
BY MARINELA POTOR

AFRICAN
UNION LED
BY WOMAN

African leaders for the
first time have
elected a
woman to lead
the African Union Commission,
selecting South Africa’s Minister
of Home Affairs Nkosazana
Dlamini-Zuma. The commission
serves as the administrative
branch of the African Union, an
organization of 54 African states.
Dlamini-Zuma, 63, defeated the
incumbent, Jean Ping of Gabon,
in the July election and is the first
South African to hold the post.
Ping had the backing of Frenchspeaking African nations while
Dlamini-Zuma had the backing of
English-speaking countries.
The Women’s League of South
Africa’s governing African National
Congress party said it was “beaming with pride” over one of its
members’ election and described
it as a victory for women across
Africa, long the victims of poverty,
prejudice and oppression.
“Her deep understanding of
the dynamics of Africa will inspire unity and stability across
the continent,” the group said in
a statement.
The main ANC party said
Dlamini-Zuma, a diplomat, medical
doctor and politician who is also
the former wife of South African
President Jacob Zuma, had
answered “a higher calling” to
serve the entire continent and that
the commission’s main mission
to drive African integration and
added development would be well
served by her leadership.

Women protested Chile’s abortion law at a recent protest in Santiago. (Photo: Adriana Muñoz)

“In order to understand the situa(CHILE) Adriana Muñoz, an activist with
tion of women and abortion in Chile
the Articulación Feminista movement, is 68
years old and one of the few women in Chile today, you have to go back in time to the
who dare to talk about abortion in public, let ’60s,”explains Camila Maturana, a human rights lawyer with the organization
alone her own abortion.
Corporación Humanas.
“I have aborted and I don’t feel guilty
“Actually, in the ’60s, abortion was not
about it,” she says.
illegal in Chile. There were possibilities
With some of the strictest abortion laws,
to have emergency abortions in clinics,
Chile is one of only five countries in the world
where abortion is illegal, and women who are and many doctors would bend the law so
caught face harsh prison sentences. This year, [women] could legally have an abortion.
There was even a bill on its way to legalize
for the first time, Chile’s Congress debated
and voted on the issue of abortion. Although it abortion in Chile,” says Maturana.
These steps towards legalizing aborwas a historic moment, women’s rights activtion, however, were put to an end after
ists like Muñoz are not impressed.
Augusto Pinochet’s coup d’état in 1973.
“It didn’t mean anything, really,” says
Under Pinochet’s military government, the
Muñoz. “It was only designed to legalize a
conservative forces in Chile and, most
few specific cases of abortion, which is not
importantly, the Catholic Church, gained
what we want. We demand full, legal and
strength. They have dominated the Chilean
safe abortion!”
legislature ever since.
Had Congress actually passed a law
Muñoz concludes, “even after more than
legalizing therapeutic abortion, however,
10 years of democracy, social democratic
Chilean President Sebastián Piñera had
governments and a female president, nothvowed to veto it.
ing has changed regarding abortion in Chile.”
So why, in a country like Chile, one of
The strong influence of the Catholic
the rising economic stars of South America,
are abortion laws so much more conserva- Church makes it hard for women’s rights
tive than in other countries such as Mexico activists to be heard. Journalists refuse to
cover the topic to such an extent that even
and Argentina?
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Verónica Díaz Ramos of Católicas Por el
mass protests of thousands of people are
Derecho a Decidir, a liberal social network
ignored by the media. Ignoring the issue,
for Catholic women.
however, doesn’t solve the problem.
As a counsellor, Díaz Ramos has come
“The legal situation as it is now does not
across many horrific abortion stories. In her
reduce abortion,” says Maturana. “Women
opinion, abortion is a vicious cycle in Chile.
always have, and always will have, abor“Sexual education in Chile doesn’t exist, so
tions. But the laws do affect the risks
young girls get pregnant, then they have
women run to have an abortion.”
“In a secular state, a body is each person’s an abortion and afterwards, they never talk
about it,” she says.
own territory, and the government has no
Women’s rights organizations have tried
right to interfere. On an international level of
for years to break this silence.
human rights, the situation in Chile is abso“But even with Congress debating aborlutely scandalous.”
tion, there are only a handful of women in
It is mostly women from lower social
the Chilean Parliament and even less who
classes who suffer from Chile’s strict aborwould publicly support abortion, so it is retion laws and take health risks with illegal
ally hard for us,” laments Díaz Ramos.
abortions. Women from higher social
Yet, even with little to no chance of
classes can afford to pay for a safe abortion
changing public opinion and abortion polior travel abroad.
tics in Chile, women’s rights activists are not
“Poor women resign themselves to the
discouraged.
most cruel methods to have an abortion.
“We have fought for the past 40 years,”
There are women who make their partadds Muñoz, “and if it is necessary, we will
ners drive into them with a motorcycle or
fight for 40 more!” 
push them down the stairs,” according to

CHILD SOLDIERS BEING
REINTEGRATED
BY LASANDA KURUKULASURIYA
(COLOMBO) The end of child recruitment by
militant groups in Sri Lanka, confirmed by
the United Nations in its Report on Children
in Armed Conflict 2011, represents the first
step towards reintegrating former child soldiers into Sri Lankan society.
Three years after the end of the country’s
30-year separatist conflict, Sri Lanka has
been removed from a blacklist related to the
recruitment of child soldiers. Nearly half of
Sri Lankan child soldiers were girls. The UN
list includes armed groups who recruit and
use children, kill and maim, commit sexual
violence or attack schools and hospitals.
While the fear of having children kidnapped no longer haunts families in the
northern and eastern provinces, Sri Lanka’s
authorities face the challenge of helping
former child soldiers resume normal lives.
After government forces defeated the separatist militants of the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in 2009, nearly 600 underage combatants (aged 12 to 18) were among
the 12,000 LTTE fighters who streamed out of
the conflict zone.

To date, 594 former child soldiers—364
boys and 230 girls aged 12 to 18—have
been reunited with their families. First they
completed a one-year rehabilitation program that included psychosocial support,
health care, vocational training and education. Those whose education was disrupted
were provided with extra tuition to write
required exams, according to the commissioner general of rehabilitation, Brigadier
Dharshana Hettiarachchi.
The child soldiers had been brainwashed
to think of the majority Sinhalese community as enemies. Tamil girls and boys
were recruited by militants under similar
circumstances.
“The LTTE’s problem was manpower—to
get as many as possible—after five or six
days of training, to put them to the battlefield,” according to Hettiarachchi.
The figure of 594 is estimated to represent about 10 percent of the total number
of child soldiers formerly associated with
armed groups. Many are now adults, and an
(Continued on page 8)
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South Africa’s International
Affairs and Co-operation Minister
Maite Nkoana-Mashabane said
Dlamini-Zuma holds strong beliefs
about strengthening democracy,
the rule of law and developing
greater unity among African states.

TURKISH WOMEN
DEFEND ABORTION

In June, an estimated 3,000 women gathered in an Istanbul suburb
for the largest protest to date
against the government’s plan to
virtually outlaw abortion.
Turkey’s Islamic-rooted government is seeking to restrict access to
abortion to four weeks, a move that
triggered outrage from women’s
groups and opposition lawmakers.
Abortions cannot usually be performed until a pregnancy is past four
weeks, a time before which women
do not yet know they are pregnant.
The move threatens to widen a
growing gap between secular voters and the governing conservatives
ahead of efforts to overhaul the
country’s constitution later this year,
reported The Wall Street Journal.
Since 1983, terminations have
been legal in Turkey until 10
weeks, but the ruling Justice and
Development party is reportedly
working on a plan to ban them after
four weeks, except under special
circumstances. Speaking at a
conference on population and development, Turkish Prime Minister
Recep Tayyip Erdogan recently said,
“There is no difference between killing a baby in its mother’s stomach
and killing a baby after birth.”
The country’s top cleric backs
the government’s position on the
grounds that Islam considers a
fetus to be a separate human being.
Women of all ages held colourful
banners with slogans including,
“My body, My choice” and “I am a
woman not a mother. Don’t touch
my body,” as they marched to the
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city’s Kadikoy Square. Waving
a purple flag, 36-year-old Aylin
Kapusuz told a reporter in Turkey,
“We don’t want the government to
be in our bedroom. Nobody can
have a right over my body; it is only
me who can decide on my body.”
Demonstrations were also held
in the cities of Ankara, Izmir, Edirne
and Şanlıurfa. Tugba Özay Baki,
speaking for the Istanbul Feminist
Collective, said in The Guardian, “If
abortion is banned in Turkey, women will still have them, but under
unhealthy and dangerous conditions. Shady characters will start to
make money off their desperation.”
•

LIBYANS ELECT 33 WOMEN

Thirty-three women have been
elected to serve in Libya’s General
National Congress in the first free
elections since a NATO-backed
revolt last year toppled the regime
of Moammar Gadhafi.
The tally gives women 16.5-percent representation in the
200-member transitional authority.
Canada’s House of Commons is
made up of 22 percent women,
by comparison, while the U.S.
Congress is comprised of 17 percent women.
“This is a very good starting
point—32 women elected with
the parties and one independent,”
said Samira Massoud, acting president of the Libyan Women’s Union,
a growing national organization
with membership in the thousands.
In a surprise, Libya’s landmark
vote gave an edge to a liberal
coalition over Islamist parties. The
coalition is led by Mahmud Jibril, a
former regime official who defected and became the international
face of the 2011 revolution.
“Libyan society is afraid of
the Muslim Brotherhood and
the Salafists. This why they all
gravitated to Jibril,” said Massoud,
adding that Libyan women fear
being forced to wear the niqab,
which covers the face, as is required of women in Saudi Arabia.
Massoud said that unlike sisters
in neighbouring Tunisia and Egypt,
women in Libya—an oil-rich and
sparsely populated desert country
where tribal traditions remain

(Continued from page 9)

unknown number of child soldiers died during the conflict. It is believed that many left
the country, while others do not wish to be
reunited with their families.
“A number of children formerly associated with armed groups have not accessed
reintegration programs, including a trend of
underreporting of girls,” the UN report says.
The whereabouts of 1,373 out of 6,905 child
soldiers of the LTTE remains unknown, it says.
To help with reunification, Sri Lankan
government agencies, supported by
UNICEF, set up the Family Tracing and
Reunification Unit. As of July, 745 applications were received to trace children,
of whom 359 were girls, according to T.
Ruben, the commissioner of probation and
childcare for the Northern Province. The
majority of them were recruited by the
LTTE. So far, 48 children have been returned to their families through the Family
Tracing and Reunification Unit.

FRACKING
FUELS
FILMMAKER

Interview with
Elle-Máijá
Tailfeathers
BY JOANNA CHIU

Across Canada, hydraulic fracturing, commonly known as fracking, is taking place on
First Nations reserves, including in the picturesque Kainai (Blood) reserve in southern
Alberta. Fracking is a type of drilling that
pumps highly pressurized water, sand and
chemicals into a well to force natural gas
to flow out. Dangers of fracking include
possible contamination of groundwater,
spills, explosions and earthquakes. Yet
it’s claimed that fracking projects could
create badly needed jobs on reserves.
Communities are left to weigh the rewards
against the risks.
In 2010, the Blood reserve’s chief and
council signed one of the largest gas

“It’s a slow process,” Ruben says.
The magnitude of the challenge of
tracing and matching missing children
with their families is demonstrated by his
remark that some children refuse to go to
their families. “They can’t recognize their
parents. Some don’t even know their own
names,” he adds. In some cases, DNA
testing is used to establish children’s relationship with parents.
According to officials, girls may require
even more help than boys with reintegration. “Compared with boys, girls still face
more challenges in reintegrating back into
their communities, finding jobs and acquiring skills, owing to a lack of vocational
opportunities, fear and protection concerns,”
according to Mervyn Fletcher, UNICEF communications chief. Reports by Sri Lankan
doctors say females are at more risk than
male child soldiers for developing posttraumatic stress disorder. 

and oil deals in Canadian history without
consulting tribe members. This $50-million
deal gave Murphy Oil and Bowood Energy
access to gas and oil exploration on the
reserve for five years. Since fracking began in the fall of 2011, small earthquakes
have been reported on the largest reserve
in Canada, and the release of toxic fumes
from drilling sites led to the evacuation of a
middle school on the reserve.
One Blood tribe member, 26-year-old ElleMáijá Tailfeathers, has refused to give up
her say in the matter and has helped organize the resistance against fracking on the
Blood reserve. Last September, Tailfeathers
was one of three women arrested for
peacefully blockading the entrance of the
first drilling site.
After her release, Tailfeathers, who had
been working as an actor, created a film
to help raise awareness about fracking on
the Blood reserve. That film, Bloodland, has
just completed the festival circuit, where it
has received positive reviews and inspired
national debate. Tailfeathers’ second short
film, A Red Girl’s Reasoning, about violence
against indigenous women, recently won
the Crazy 8s contest for films made in eight
days or less. The Crazy 8s’s website describes A Red Girl’s Reasoning: “After the
justice system fails the victim of a brutal,
racially driven sexual assault, she becomes
a motorcycle-riding, ass-kicking vigilante
who takes on the attackers of other women
who’ve suffered the same fate.”
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spans from the national park at the base of
the Rockies to the city of Lethbridge, Alberta.
And it’s a beautiful place.
It’s kind of a different story for our people.
The unemployment rate is 50 to 70 percent
due to many factors, including the history
of colonization and the lack of resources on
reserves. The only employment that exists is
mainly in basic services, medical services,
policing, teaching, etcetera. The tribe has
a membership of over 10,000, but half the
population lives elsewhere because of the
lack of employment.
What was your reaction when you heard
that your tribe’s chief and council agreed to
allow fracking on the Blood reserve?

The documentary Bloodland is filmmaker Elle-Máijá
Taillfeathers’ response to fracking in her community.

Tailfeathers is currently working on the
screenplay for her first feature-length narrative film, set on the Blood reserve.
HERIZONS: Why did you decide to transition
from acting to filmmaking?
ELLE-MÁIJÁ TAILFEATHERS: I acted for a
number of years but became really jaded
with the industry. It’s very limiting for women,
and especially women of colour. While I was
in the First Nations studies program at the
University of British Columbia, I learned how
to use film equipment and editing software,
and then I worked on Bloodland.
I think that film is a powerful platform
for conveying issues of social justice. It’s a
great way to reach a broad audience and a
diverse audience. As an emerging filmmaker,
I hope to only make films that relate to issues close to my heart in terms of activism
and social justice.
Can you talk about your family’s roots, and
about the Blood reserve?
ELLE-MÁIJÁ TAILFEATHERS: My mother is
from the Blood reserve, which is part of the
Blackfoot confederacy. My father is Sámi
from northern Norway. I have lived all over
the place and now live in Vancouver, but
my home base is the Blood reserve and the
Sámi territory in Sweden.
The Blood reserve is the largest reserve in
Canada as far as land mass, and it is located
in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains on
the prairies of southern Alberta. It’s huge. It

ELLE-MÁIJÁ TAILFEATHERS: Because the
chief and council had not consulted with tribe
members, I, like many others, only found out
through reading a newspaper that this had
happened. I wanted to believe at first that
they had good intentions behind signing the
deal, but once I began to educate myself
about what fracking is and the potential damage it can cause to the environment, human
health, wildlife and livestock, I realized that it
is not something that should be taken lightly.
Fracking has been banned in some countries
[Bulgaria and France] and Nova Scotia has
recently placed a moratorium on fracking. I
didn’t understand how the chief and council
could have made such a decision without
tribe members’ knowledge.
How did you and other community members
start to organize against fracking, and what
difficulties did you encounter?
ELLE-MÁIJÁ TAILFEATHERS: Starting from
January 2011, we developed an online community through email and Facebook, started
letter-writing campaigns and online petitions,
and contacted the environmental research
board in Alberta. Our activities contributed
to the tension that was already growing
in the community. If you come from a First
Nations community that’s tightly knit, you’re
bound to be related to people on both sides
of the battle.
The concern about unemployment is the
main reason people have supported the
deal, and I can understand that. But it’s very
important to do research and understand the
long-term effects of this decision before we
go ahead with it. The lease is only for five
years, but after that we will be left to clean
up the mess. I’m not opposed to industry
or development, but the way that resource
companies are exploiting marginalized populations such as mine is hugely problematic.
(Continued on page 10)

nelliegrams
strong—had almost no political
history under Gadhafi or much experience in civil society activism.
Keeping in mind that the starting point was zero and that women
gained less than two percent of
seats in neighbouring Egypt’s
Parliament, international observers are praising the performance
of Libyan women.
“Seventeen percent is not a
bad start to me,” said Sabra
Bano, director of Gender
Concerns International, based in
The Hague, Netherlands.
—Women’s eNews

Photo: Lindsay Mackenzie

COMPLEMENTARY
NO COMPLIMENT

On August 13, Tunisian Women’s
Day, women took to the streets
to demonstrate against Tunisia’s
draft constitution. The controversy
stems from a proposal that women
not be guaranteed equality under
the proposed constitution but instead be deemed “complimentary”
to men.
Ahlam Belhadj, chairperson
of the Democratic Women’s
Association, sees the move as a
step backwards. Tunisia’s 1956
constitution declared women
and men to be equal, banned
polygamy and introduced civil
divorce and marriage.
“Major retreats usually begin
with one step,” Belhadj says. “If
we stay silent today, we will open
the door to everything else and
end up surprised by even more
serious decisions.”
Ennahda party member Farida
al-Obeidi, who chairs the constitutional assembly’s human rights and
public freedoms panel, defended
the draft constitution.
The “sharing of roles does not
mean that women are worth less
than men,” according to al-Obeidi.
Tunisia was a secular Arab
state before the Islamist Ennahda
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nelliegrams
party won elections last year. The
election followed the mass uprising that led to the overthrow of
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali’s regime in
January 2011.

(Continued from page 9)

Quite a few people are living in Third World
conditions on the reserve. They’re preying
on people who are between a rock and a
hard place. There haven’t actually been
many jobs created for tribe members so far,
but many tribe members have accepted distribution cheques from the deal, and so they
are less likely to speak out in opposition.
Can you describe what happened the night
you were arrested for taking part in a blockade on the reserve?

PALESTINIAN WOMEN
GRANTED EASIER DIVORCE

Palestinian religious authorities
announced reforms for local
divorce laws in August that will
make it easier for women to initiate divorce. For years, Palestinian
women in unhappy marriages
faced prolonged and expensive
litigation or endured lengthy
battles to divorce. Husbands
frequently sought to extract large
sums of money or sought custody
of children before agreeing to
divorce. However, men could initiate divorce with greater ease.
Women wanting to obtain a
divorce will no longer have to give
proof of ill treatment and a judge
will have the power to decide
whether her marriage is harmful for
her. The changes will put the West
Bank at the forefront of a movement
taking place within the traditionally
male-dominated Middle East to
ease divorce restrictions.
Husbands will also be barred from
seeking “unreasonable” sums of
money beyond the dowry and divorces must be completed within
three months.
The changes are welcomed by
feminists, but many say they do
not go far enough.
“Let not the (judges) be so
joyful,” said Hekmat Besesso, a
women’s rights activist who lost
custody of her son because she
remarried. Families still pressure
women to stay in unhappy marriages as divorced women are not
viewed favourably.
Currently 14 percent of
Palestinian marriages end in
divorce. Judges in Ramallah welcomed the changes. 

ELLE-MÁIJÁ TAILFEATHERS: After nine
months of trying to prevent the drilling from
taking place, it came to a dire situation. We
weren’t being heard, and the companies
were setting up the wells. A couple of tribe
members decided to set up a blockade at
the entrance of the drilling sites, and I happened to be home on the reserve at the time,
so I went out and took part in the blockade.
It was a tiny, peaceful protest, and people
came and went throughout the day. We
could see the wells already flaring with
flames and smelling of sour gas.
Our intention was to have fracking stop
until the chief and council addressed the
population in respectful way, giving us all the
information we should’ve had from beginning,
but that didn’t happen. At around 9:00 pm, tribal police approached and gave us the option
of leaving the blockade or staying, and some
of us decided to stay. It resulted in three of us,
unarmed women, being arrested, put into a
holding cell overnight and charged with intimidation. It was an extremely dehumanizing
experience. We were in a single cell, no windows, steel door, steel toilet, no toilet paper. In
the corner of the room, there was a camera
pointed directly at the toilet. The charges
were dropped only about two months ago.
In Bloodland, you depict a group of people
tying an indigenous woman down and
drilling into her stomach. What was the reasoning behind the concept for the film?
ELLE-MÁIJÁ TAILFEATHERS: As an indigenous person, you are where you come from.
Without our land, we’re nothing. That’s
where our language and cultural identity
come from. Without it, what are we? So
essentially that place is our mother. And
if you think about it, drilling into the earth,
fracturing soil beds, injecting horrible
chemical cocktails into the earth, is very
violent and gruesome.
After Bloodland was released, what kind of
response did you get from tribe members
and from the general public?
ELLE-MÁIJÁ TAILFEATHERS: We screened

the film at a festival in Lethbridge, a city right
next to the reserve. The response from tribe
members was pretty mixed. Some supported
the film, some didn’t and a lot of people didn’t
say anything. But they understood that my
intention was to get the word out to a broader
audience to get people thinking of the impact
of gas and oil extraction overall.
The response from the public was very
good. Audiences at film festivals are often
already well informed of social issues, so
they were quite supportive of the film and
understood the potentially huge negative impact of fracking. It was great because I had
opportunities to speak to large audiences
at sold-out theatres. Several media outlets
have also written about the film. It’s nice
knowing that the broader public is learning
about a perspective on the issue that they
otherwise might not have.
What is happening on the Blood reserve now?
ELLE-MÁIJÁ TAILFEATHERS: Drilling is
still happening. There have been at least
two earthquakes recorded on the reserve.
Earthquakes aren’t supposed to happen in
the Canadian prairies. And in December,
the middle school on the reserve had to be
evacuated because students had become
violently ill from exposure to gas fumes.
The reserve is a very windy place, and it
happened to be a windy day. This shouldn’t
happen. Children’s well-being should not be
put into jeopardy.
As far as those of us resisting fracking
on the reserve, I’m not sure what our next
move is, but one of our main concerns is
that even though there’s a high risk of spills
from the wells, we don’t have any formalized emergency response plan for the
community. If there is a fire or explosion,
there wouldn’t be a sufficient emergency
response structure.
How can the public learn about fracking and
why is this issue relevant to all Canadians?
ELLE-MÁIJÁ TAILFEATHERS: We post
information and updates on our website,
www.protectbloodland.ca, and there
are a number of organizations opposed
to fracking all around the world that provide information.
Fracking doesn’t just affect people
in the immediate vicinity of the wells. It
affects everyone within the watershed,
because once the groundwater is polluted
it will feed into lakes and streams in the
surrounding area.
Get informed and contact your MPs. Write
letters. Contact every level of government
and exercise your democratic rights. 
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Now is the perfect time to order Herizons gift
subscriptions for your friends, family, co-workers
or volunteers.
Buy two Gift Subscriptions at $27.50 each and
receive a third gift subscription absolutely FREE!
Keep your friends informed about the groundbreaking changes women are making in Canada and
around the world. Whether it’s improving women’s
health, demanding action to improve women’s
equality status, confronting racism or promoting
sustainable development, you will be inspired
by women at the forefront of change. Herizons’
insightful columnists connect with readers and share
their insights about life immersed in social and
political change.
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to Herizons’ future.
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INANNA PUBLICATIONS
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“And Neither Have I Wings to Fly”:
Labelled and Locked Up in Canada’s Oldest Institution
by Thelma Wheatley
Powerful exposé of a part of Canadian history kept secret —
this book exposes the role of psychiatrists and leading eugenicists
in Canada in the abuse of intellectual and physically
handicapped children’s civil rights in Canada.
“Thelma Wheatley has pulled off a rare piece of writing telling the tragic story of
Daisy Lumsden and her family within the framework of a meticulously researched
study of one of Ontario's most destructive eras. The book reveals the social biases
and misguided benevolence that created Orillia and the human and systemic failures
that contributed to the extraordinary abuses that occurred there. Still, at its centre,
the book reveals a human story and the humanity that is always present even when
lurking in some very dark places. It is a compelling read. I could not put it down.”
— GORDON KYLE, Director of Social Policy, Community Living Ontario

www.inanna.ca
inanna.publications@inanna.ca.
Smart books for people who want to read and
think about real women’s lives.

FEMINISM
ROCKS!
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Cole’s Notes
BY SUSAN G. COLE

JUDGING THE JUDGE
I don’t know about you, but I’m outraged by what
Manitoba judge Lori Douglas has been through.
A judicial inquiry has been trying to decide whether
Douglas should lose her job because her husband, lawyer
Jack King, used sexually explicit photos of her—photos
he posted online—to entice a former client of King’s to
have sex with Douglas (prior to her judgeship). King
later removed the photos online and paid his former
client, Alex Chapman, $25,000 to destroy his copies of
the photos and not publicly disclose the settlement.
Chapman later approached the judicial council, charging
that Douglas sexually harassed him.
The inquiry is also examining whether Douglas should
have disclosed more information on events surrounding
the 2002 photos, as well as regarding Chapman’s payout,
during her confirmation hearing in 2005.
The inquiry constitutes nothing short of victimization.
Here is a judge, hauled before a panel, ostensibly for
withholding information about photos she claims she
never gave King permission to post online in the first
place. Why is she responsible for how they were used?
The answer seems to be that, even if she never gave
permission to publish the photos, she knew they existed
and should have disclosed it when she was appointed to
the bench. However, the inquiry learned that Douglas
did mention the photos to Margaret Rose Jamieson, who
was then executive director of appointments of the
Federal Judicial Affairs Commission. She assured
Jamieson that the matter had been taken care of.
Douglas believed the photo issue was an old story in
2005, but that didn’t stop the inquiry from making it
into a brand new story, one that may tarnish her reputation more than the fact of the photos being shared a
decade ago.
Prospective judges should rightly be asked to provide
information on any criminal charges against them, but
there is nothing illegal about taking sexually explicit photos
or posting them online. This leads me to conclude that
Douglas is being punished because she has a sex life that

includes bondage photographs. Integrity, something rightly
demanded of a judge, is not the same as moral purity.
Meanwhile, many feminists are wringing their hands
over the Douglas case, not so much about the S&M
content of the photos as over Douglas’s choice of marriage partner. Douglas says King posted the photos of
her without her permission and that he also tried to
entice Chapman to have sex with her without her knowledge—not cool by anyone’s standards of partnership.
Douglas remains married King.
But just as judicial councils have no business judging
the sex lives of prospective judges, we shouldn’t judge
who they select as marriage partners. Besides, if we
disqualified all prospective judges whose sex lives or
spouses we didn’t approve of, we could end up with a
serious judicial shortage on our hands.
Lawyer and blogger Georgialee Lang, hypercritical of
Douglas, suggested that the judge had lost her all her
credibility as a neutral arbiter, that no one could stand
before her and see anything other than a pair of splayed
legs or a naked woman in a dog collar.
Any person in the legal profession who’s asking how
they could take Douglas’s authority seriously after being
made aware of the judge’s sex life reminds me that there
were men who claimed couldn’t bear short skirts or braless women in the office four decades ago.
“They are a distraction, and I can’t get my work done,”
male colleagues used to say about being around women
who wore clothing that hinted at sexuality.
Same goes here. If you can’t manage the idea that a
judge has a sex life, that is your problem, not hers.
The committee rejected Douglas’s lawyer Sheila Block’s
call for the committee to be disbanded on the basis that
it was one-sided. Inquiry panel lawyer George
MacIntosh’s questioning in July, she charged, was way
too aggressive.
But the inquiry was a travesty in the first place, a public
pillorying of a professional woman who doesn’t deserve
the abuse. 
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SOCIAL MEDIA AS
A FEMINIST TOOL
BY CONNIE JESKE CRANE

t’s January 2011, and the scene is a safety forum at Toronto’s
Osgoode Hall Law School. “I’ve been told I’m not supposed
to say this,” a Toronto police officer tells a group of female
law students. But he says it anyway. Police constable Michael
Sanguinetti’s next bit of safety advice to the group was, “Women
should avoid dressing like sluts in order not to be victimized.”
The blame-the-victim riff, from a police representative, no
less, touches off a firestorm that would have been hard to
imagine before social media. Heather Jarvis, a co-founder of
what became SlutWalk Toronto, heard about Sanguinetti’s
comment on Facebook.
“I was livid when I heard about it,” she recalls, “and unfortunately not very surprised.”
Together with Sonya Barnett, Jarvis conceived a protest walk
to—yet again—raise the issue of blaming victims for rape. A
Facebook page came first, then Twitter action. The movement
attracted “a lot of people who have never engaged in activism
and protests,” recalls Jarvis. SlutWalk Toronto took place in
May 2011 and drew about 1,000 participants. May 2012 saw
a second annual event, and to-date, according to Jarvis, “over
200 cities around the world and counting have had SlutWalks,
or SlutWalk-associated events—all different languages, cultures,
contexts. It’s astounding.”
In 2012, Americans saw a similar “slut” comment and storm.
After Georgetown University law student Sandra Fluke advocated
for the inclusion of birth control in health insurance at religious
institutions (like Georgetown), conservative radio host Rush
Limbaugh railed at Fluke on air, calling her a “slut” and “whore.”
But a Twitter campaign (#FlushRushNow) mobilized quickly
and led to a huge exodus of advertisers from Limbaugh’s show.
In these social media triumphs, there is a strong feminist
message. Slate.com sees a “recharging feminism,” and the New

I

Social Media

so•cial me•di•a
forms of electronic communication (such as websites for
social networking and microblogging) through which users
create online communities to share information, ideas,
personal messages and other content (such as videos).
—Merriam-Webster

York Times talks of Fluke and “feminist superstardom.” Is it any
wonder, then, that feminists (alongside gamers and shoppers)
are embracing social media?
Women, as we know, are especially active online. According
to statistics compiled by Cisco’s Ayelet Baron, “women spend
about eight percent more time online [than men]. In 2010, 76
percent of women visited a social networking site, compared to
70 percent of men. Specifically in North America, the social
networking reach is 91 percent of women and 87.5 percent
of males.”
But here’s a statistic that adds more context: Boston
Consulting Group reports that women “control $12 trillion
of the overall $18.4 trillion in global consumer spending.” With
projections like this, you can see why women are bombarded
with pop-up ads for shoes, spa Groupons and the chance to
join a gout study. Looked at another way, given the revenues at
stake, you can also see why feminists banding together online
could get an advertiser’s attention.
Jarrah Hodge, editor of the Canadian feminist blog Gender
Focus, sees social media as revolutionary. “I think social media
has a lot of potential to connect feminists and to mobilize
feminists and other progressive activists to resist things in
popular culture really quickly and effectively.”
For feminism, social media is doing two things. First it’s allowing broader access to feminist debates. Julia Horel, blog and
community manager for the youth-driven Shameless magazine
(shamelessmag.com), says, “I guess some of the big conversations in feminism have traditionally happened in the academy,
and women’s studies courses and that kind of thing. But having conversations, and questions, and arguments on all kinds
of things on social media brings it to people who might not
otherwise have an opportunity to be engaged.”
Or, as Hodge says, “When I was in junior high school and
we didn’t really have social media, we were still reading teen
magazines, but we had no way to connect with other people
and challenge those ideas. Whereas we saw recently, with
Julia Bluhm—a teen who challenged Seventeen magazine
to use models that weren’t Photoshopped—even though
they haven’t succeeded yet in that campaign, it’s raised a lot
of awareness.” Social media’s relative affordability, ubiquity
and simplicity, adds Hodge, build inclusiveness. “You don’t
necessarily have to be a writer; you just have to be able to
communicate honestly.”
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says, but “there are people who are studying it.”
YOUNG FEMINISTS AND SOCIAL MEDIA
Right about here is where the power and challenges of social
Secondly, Hodge says, social media can empower younger
media intersect. Anyone who’s been involved in social media for a
feminists. “They tend to have more of a voice online than in
while will be recognize the trajectory—an initial high where possome mainstream feminist organizations” and are carving out
sibilities blow your mind, followed by a drift back down to earth.
more space for themselves online.
So can social media be revolutionary? Or, as I sometimes
In her podcast series Tweeting Feminists, journalist Ronak
fear, are we about to drown in a tsunami of cat videos, grinning
Ghorbani interviewed well-known Canadian feminist Judy
vacation snaps and foaming vitriol? Exploring social media for
Rebick who observed, “Very few people my age really underthis article, I’m gaining a renewed appreciation. The caveat?
stand social media.” And yet we see fantastic exceptions. Author
Success online, like offline, requires ingenuity, hard work and
Margaret Atwood, a passionate Twitter user, speaks proudly of
some lightsaber dueling against the dark side.
getting Torontonians railing against library closures. Rebick
herself told Ghorbani regarding social media: “I enjoy it. It’s
SOCIAL MEDIA CONSUMERISM
really fun, and I also use it politically—it’s very useful politically.”
One of the biggest challenges is rampant, ad-riddled conUsually, in discussing social media activism, we hype this brave
sumerism. On the one hand, you have weary activists (not to
new world—Grrrl slays corporate dragon. But dig deeper and
mention venerable institutions such as the New York Times,
there’s a more nuanced truth—social media with its dizzying
with its new paywall scheme)
upsides, but also a labyrinth-like
trying to make enough money
underbelly. As Jarvis says, yes,
online to survive. Alongside,
SlutWalk co-founders added to
we’re witnessing rising corpora global conversation about vioate investment. Microblogging
lence against women. But they
platform Pinterest, for example,
also received “a lot of harassment
recently made a $1-billion venand threatening and bullying” and
ture capital announcement.
“horrible rape threats.” So much,
For some, viability means adsays Jarvis, that the group halted
vertising. The big danger here is
commenting on its YouTube site.
losing authenticity via product
Then add sniping criticism
placement. As one satirical bit
from journalists. The Globe and
from The Onion (“Women Now
Mail’s Margaret Wente wrote:
Empowered By Everything A
“SlutWalks are what you get
Woman Does”) reads: “Unlike
when graduate students in femJarrah Hodge of Gendre Focus believes social media contraditional, phallocentric energy
inist studies run out of things
nects and mobilizes feninists.
bars, whose chocolate, soy protein,
to do.” Feminists also dissed
nuts and granola ignored the spethe newbie activists, especially
cial health and nutritional needs
around the use of the word slut.
of women, their new, female-oriIn The Guardian, feminists Gail
ented counterparts like Luna are ideally balanced with a more
Dines and Wendy J. Murphy wrote, “Trying to change [the
suitable amount of chocolate, soy protein, nuts and granola….”
term’s] meaning is a waste of precious feminist resources.”
Of course, feminists are challenging the woman-as-consumer
Jarvis feels the media often misrepresent SlutWalks. While
meme, notes Linn Baran, community outreach and promoparticipants dressed in all sorts of ways, she says, “Somehow
tions coordinator at the Motherhood Institute for Research
the media kept putting out … images of two women in bras.”
and Community Involvement and a blogger at motheroutlaws.
It’s also stressful when, as an activist and blogger, you’re unpaid
blogspot.ca. Baran says feminist blogging carnivals, radical
but also have a day job. With social media activism, financial
mommy blogs and online petitions are all ways we can chalchallenges are the unsung back story. SlutWalk Toronto is run by
lenge the dominant narrative.
volunteers. While Jarvis’s detractors tend to be well-paid (think
If you’re skeptical about the power of blogging, talk to Sady
tenured professors and established journalists), activists like her
Doyle. Today a prominent U.S. feminist writer and activist, Doyle
tend to do their advocacy work (blogging, media appearances,
writes about blogs politicizing her. “I suddenly saw more than
organizing) as volunteers. “The last year was one of the most
just dating problems and wardrobe issues: I saw double standards,
overwhelming and challenging of my life,” she says.
beauty standards, sexual policing and gender roles. And I began
Deanna Zandt, a New York-based media technologist and
to understand, too, how small those concerns were, and how my
author, is the first to acknowledge that a lack of pay is common
obsessive focus on them was intrinsically tied to my privilege.”
for social media activists. “No one has an answer for this,” she
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Online, the trick is to keep your eyes wide open. Baran shares
a favourite analogy from Jen Lawrence, whom Toronto Life
magazine called one of “Toronto’s pioneer mommy bloggers.”
In an essay for the book Mothering and Blogging: The Radical
Act of the MommyBlog, Lawrence writes, “I think that blogging
can be an incredibly powerful tool when it comes to building
community, even if there are blog ads running down the sidebar.
“But I don’t want blogging to become just another guerillamarketing technique.” She offers this analogy: “I don’t want
to be invited to a friend’s home, only to discover I was really
invited to a Tupperware party.”

INFORMATION OVERLOAD
Haters, advertisers, your 200 Facebook friends and the 50
blogs you’re following—it’s a lot to manage. While we see
social media’s value, there’s a growing realization that it can
be overwhelming and even addictive. Individuals and organizations are experimenting with boundaries: daily Facebook
limits, Internet fasts and device-free weekends. We’re just
beginning to study what social media have done to us.
Information overload is a huge issue, agrees Joey Jakob, a
Ph.D. candidate in communication and culture at Ryerson
and York universities. “Social media allow us to have a kind
of access we haven’t been able to have,” says Jakob, who addressed a 2012 conference in Waterloo, Ontario, alongside
such luminaries as Margaret Atwood and Jane Urquhart.
“Do we even have the time and energy to think about [social
responsibility] when we’re just continuously overstimulated
by continuous knowledge filtering in through social media?”
asked Jakob.
“What we don’t talk about
enough is the actual amount
of responsibility” our social
media use involves, says Jakob.
Consuming social media, Jakob
thinks, requires us “to contextualize everything. It can be
very tiring, I will admit it, to
put everything in context, but I
think if nothing else, that’s our
responsibility.”

THE DOWNSIDE OF SOCIAL MEDIA
Of course, if you’re being skewered online by nasty trolls, a
Tupperware party could be tempting. Anyone who makes even
mildly controversial statements online knows how much venom
you can draw, and feminist statements remain lightening rods.
The negativity, says Hodge, “can
be really demoralizing, especially
if you’re someone who’s new to
social media.”
Doyle, who launched a Twitter
campaign called #MooreandMe
after hearing filmmaker Michael
Moore call sexual assault
charges against WikiLeaks
founder Julian Assange “a bunch
of hooey,” received rape threats
for her action. Eventually her
campaign wrung an apology
Media technologist Deanna Zandt says the freely available
from Moore. As she explained
THE FUTURE
nature of social media can make organizing easier.
in her blog: “I’m being harassed,
But how do we do this? How do
I’m being threatened, I’m scared
we filter out junk and venom and
for my physical safety to the
develop a mindful, positive social
point that I’m looking up dudes
media habit? As her recent book
and seeing exactly what stalking consists of in case I have to
title, Share This! How You Will Change the World with Social
press charges.”
Networking, suggests, Deanna Zandt is optimistic.
Jarrah Hodge at Gender Focus says bloggers can’t rely on
We will, says Zandt, learn to better handle the flood of
hosts to help if contributors receive threats. “Oftentimes, the
information, and even the haters. “Some women are sort of
companies that run the [larger] sites aren’t very responsive,”
turning it on their head and creating Tumblr blogs of the hate
she says. Hodge aims to create a safer space for feminist
mail that they receive…. We don’t have to be silenced.”
dialogue on her blog by including a comments policy. “I cite
Looking ahead, Zandt envisions social media activists conreasons why I might remove your post. And I will never let
tinually informing and influencing traditional power hierarchies.
hate speech or really disrespectful personal attacks stand
In her book, she writes that “the freely available nature of
un-countered.”
the tools reduces some of the complexity of organizing. We
For Shameless’s Julia Horel, it’s all about “deciding what’s
no longer have to rely on the old ways of top-down, or even
worth your energy and what’s not.” Adds Jarvis, “It’s someorganization-based, grassroots organizing.” She concludes
times blocking people from pages, removing comments,” while
with clear-eyed confidence: “Technology isn’t a magic bullet
accepting that feminist comments will see personal attacks.
for solving the world’s problems, but it’s certainly a spark to
“You need support around and you need to realize your skin is
the fastest fuse to explode our notions of power that the world
going to get thicker.”
has seen in a thousand years.” 
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Mothering in Hip-Hop Culture

Conversations with Mothers of Lesbian Daughters
and FTM Transgender Children

Representation and Experience

by SARAH F. PEARLMAN
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edited by MAKI MOTAPANYANE
978-1-927335-00-0 / August 2012/ 154 pages / $34.95 Cdn/U.S.

“The interviews [are] riveting. It’s clear that the mothers were embarking
on just as radical and challenging a journey as the daughters themselves.
This book will be a classic for all the mothers out there wanting to hear
from others who are going similar experiences.”
—ESTHER ROTHBLUM, Ph.D., Professor of Women’s Studies, San Diego
State University

“Thoughtfully compiled, beautifully written, and deeply theorized
through a lens of feminist praxis, this collection features contributions by some of today’s brightest scholars. It is a must read and
must teach for Women’s and Gender Studies, Hip-Hop Studies,
and every other study that wants to get at the heart, soul, and materiality of mothering within and beyond hip-hop.”
—RACHEL RAIMIST, pioneer hip-hop feminist ﬁlmmaker
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edited by D. LYNN O’BRIEN HALLSTEIN AND ANDREA O’REILLY
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The contributions to the collection present diverse stories and perspectives from the personal to the theoretical and empirical. I ﬁnished reading
feeling not only more informed but empowered.… Several hundred thousand women are currently employed as post-secondary teachers across
North America; all of their Chairs, Deans, and Provosts should read this
book and all academic women should know about it.
—ELISSA FOSTER, Director of Education & Program Evaluation, Department of Family Medicine, Lehigh Valley Health Network

Moms Gone Mad
edited by GINA WONG
978-0-9866671-7-6 / Sept. 2012 / 240 pages / $34.95 Cdn/U.S.

Founded in maternal scholarship this volume takes the idea of
“madness” as it has been applied to women as mothers and
turns it on its head.… Gina Wong and her contributors provide
an insightful critique of the mother blaming inherent in the “psy
discourses.…” In the process, they take the madness out of the
mother and put it back into the socio-cultural landscape where it
rightly belongs. This book is a must read for mental health practitioners, feminist scholars, mothers and all who care about them.
—PETRA BUESKENS, editor of Motherhood and Psychoanalysis:
Clinical, Sociological and Feminist Perspectives
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DOMESTIC
PROBLEMS

CANADA’S LIVE-IN CAREGIVER PROGRAM APPLIES UNFAIR
RESTRICTIONS ON WOMEN WHO WORK AS CAREGIVERS AND
SHOULD BE SCRAPPED, SAYS CECELIA DIOCSON OF THE
NATIONAL ALLIANCE OF PHILIPPINE WOMEN IN CANADA

H

“

ere, in Canada, in the 21st century, we have a program
that is clearly violating human rights.” So says Cecilia
Diocson, executive director of the National Alliance
of Philippine Women in Canada (NAPWC).
The program to which she refers is the Live-in Caregiver
Program, or LCP. It is a component of the Temporary Foreign

Workers Program that brings transnational workers into
Canada to work as caregivers. However, the LCP is unique
among other temporary foreign worker programs in that
it offers workers a coveted opportunity to apply to become
permanent residents after they have completed the program’s
mandatory work requirements.
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Diocson argues that three of the Live-in Caregiver Program
requirements in particular constitute human rights violations:
“First, it imprisons women in the homes of their employers.
Secondly, they can only work for one employer—the rest of
Canadian workers can work wherever and for whomever they
want. And finally, these women are indentured labourers—they
can only be caregivers—to children, the elderly or people with
disabilities. They have no choice.”
With a lack of affordable daycare in many centres and an
increasingly aging population, Canada’s need for qualified
caregivers is evident. Yet the conditions imposed on the
approximately 35,000 women currently working in Canada
under the LCP continue the discriminatory practices that
have been entrenched in the program since it was formalized as the Foreign Domestic Movement Program in 1981,
and then as the LCP in 1992. Recent reforms have done
little to change the fundamentally exploitative nature of
the program.
Citizenship and Immigration Canada stipulates that once
accepted under the LCP workers must complete 24 months or
3,900 hours of full-time work as a caregiver within four years of
their arrival. As Diocson claims, the stipulations amount to a
form of indentured servitude, restricting workers from seeking
types of work other than caregiving for the duration of their
contract. If they need to change employers due to job loss or
intolerable conditions, they must obtain a new employment
contract and apply for a new work permit.
Canadian immigration policy presents another barrier to
caregivers. It does not include caregiving as a skilled occupation
for which points can be awarded to prospective immigrants.
However, LCP applicants are still required to prove that they
have the equivalent of a Canadian high school diploma, proficiency in English or French and six months of full-time
training or one year of recent paid work experience as a fulltime caregiver or in a related occupation.
Paradoxically, while their skill level is not valued enough
to allow them to apply for landed immigrant status, they
must demonstrate that they have acquired these very skills
in order to apply under the LCP. Thus, even though the
requirements they must meet to apply under the LCP are
the same as those needed to apply for landed immigrant
status, LCP applicants are not eligible to apply directly for
landed immigrant status until they fulfill their contracts.
That this double standard is applied to a program that accepts mostly women reveals a form of sexism in Canada’s
immigration policy.
A critique of the LCP entitled “Trafficking in Women
in Canada: A Critical Analysis of the Legal Framework
Governing Immigrant Live-in Caregivers and Mail-Order
Brides” was written in 2000 and funded by Status of Women
Canada. The authors, Université Laval law professors Louise
Langevin and Marie-Claire Belleau, recommended, “The allocation of points under the selection criteria for immigrants

would have to be modified to recognize, on the one hand, the
social and economic value of both domestic work and caring
for children, the elderly or [people with disabilities], and the
experience of these workers on the other.”
In plain terms, the wages and working conditions for live-in
caregivers reflect the undervaluing of domestic work. While
domestic workers must be paid the appropriate provincial or
territorial minimum wage, their room and board is deducted
from their income (Quebec is the only exception), effectively
reducing their earnings to less than minimum wage.
Langevin and Belleau state, “Bringing underpaid women
from disadvantaged countries enables others in industrialized
countries to free themselves from household chores, enter
the labour market and achieve a certain degree of economic
independence. … The [Live-in Caregiver] Program therefore
challenges the ideals of equality of the feminist movement.
It also relegates household chores and child care exclusively
to women.”
The program effectively deepens divisions along class lines
and creates a two-tiered system in which upper-middle-class
people purchase private services while working and middleclass people line up for limited public daycare spaces. It is
estimated that there are only enough regulated spaces for 20
percent of Canadian children under five years of age.
It also compounds the problems that have resulted from the
privatization of some health care services, as caregivers who
are trained nurses in their home countries sometimes end up
providing unregulated medical care to the elderly, administering services usually performed by registered nurses but at a
fraction of the pay.
Diocson’s earlier assertion that the LCP involves discrimination is supported by the conclusions of professors Langevin
and Belleau. They note that since all foreign workers with
a valid work permit are guaranteed the same protection as
citizens under the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms,
and since the LCP “results in the discriminatory treatment of
[immigrant caregivers] based on their sex, race and national or
ethnic origin, [it] violates Section 15 of the Canadian Charter
of Rights.” The legal experts believe the LCP was also not
justifiable under Section 1 of the charter because in certain
cases it may “authorize limitations on rights and freedoms.”
A charter challenge seems like a logical next step, until the
financial cost is considered. Indeed, there has been discussion
by second-generation Filipino-Canadians about a charter
challenge, but a lack of resources makes it unlikely.
The fact that the large majority of workers who enter Canada
under the LCP are women of colour adds another dimension
to the gender and class divide perpetuated by the program. The
LCP provides a cheap, captive labour force and is consistent
with Canada’s history of using immigrants and temporary
workers to address labour-market shortages and of using
women of colour in particular to perform domestic work. As
far back as the 1700s and 1800s, black women who escaped
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à la Québécoise. Inspired to write an accessible
book about feminism, author Micheline Dumont
chose the engaging format of a grandmother telling
stories to her granddaughter, Camille. This English
version with added text provides a wonderful
opportunity for everyone to better understand the
experience of women in Québec.
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enslavement (or were slaves brought to Canada by American
settlers), as well as colonized Aboriginal women, filled the
demand. And while domestic workers from Europe were
granted permanent residence upon their arrival in the early
1900s, when women of colour have been recruited, whether
from the Caribbean in the ’60s and ’70s or from the Philippines
as is currently the case, they have encountered regulations
that either outright deny them the opportunity to immigrate
permanently or restrict their ability to do so.
In examining the LCP and its predecessor programs, Karl
Flecker, national director of human rights and anti-racism at
the Canadian Labour Congress, concludes, “After nearly four
decades of federal initiatives designed to import primarily
racialized women to work as caregivers in domestic settings,
Canadian policy has consistently raised the standards for admission and ensured the conditions for workplace exploitation
and abuse remain untouched.”
Yet it continues to be argued that the Live-In Caregiver
Program provides an opportunity for people from economically disadvantaged countries to escape poverty and to become
Canadian permanent residents.
Unfortunately, the issue is far more
complex, involving global economic
factors that remain unaddressed.
Since the early ’90s, the majority of caregivers have come from
the Philippines. This has occurred
because the Philippine government
has a policy that encourages the
export of the labour of its citizens.
Sending Filipinos to work abroad
has been seen as a solution to high rates of poverty and
unemployment resulting from structural adjustment programs imposed by the World Bank and the IMF. This, in
turn, has resulted in the decimation of local agriculture and
manufacturing. Filipino women have been forced to seek
work overseas as domestics in order to send money home to
support family members. Remittances from overseas Filipino
workers exceeded $20 billion at the end of 2011, representing nine percent of the GDP of the Philippines. For these
reasons, as well as for the precarious conditions under which
they are forced to live and work, Filipino-Canadian activists
have challenged the idea that the LCP represents a good
opportunity for poor women of colour.
One problem that has received attention is the vulnerability
of live-in caregivers and the potential for their financial, occupational and sexual exploitation.
“Caregivers are right up against the wall when it comes to
completing the required number of work hours within 48
months,” notes Geraldine Pratt, professor of feminist geographies at the University of British Columbia. “If they become
ill or need to change employers, they may end up staying
with the last employer, regardless of abuse and exploitation,

in order to complete the program requirements and apply for
permanent resident status.”
Pratt has worked closely with the Philippine Women Centre
(PWC) in Vancouver over the last 15 years to examine the
impact of the program on caregivers and their families. The
centre has found repeated incidents of caregivers being subjected to various forms of abuse. These have included being
made to work extra hours with no overtime pay; being forced
to stay on call 24 hours a day, seven days a week; being assigned
duties outside the scope of their contracts; being prevented
from leaving their employer’s residence; having their travel
documents confiscated; and being subjected to verbal abuse
or physical or sexual assault.
In one high-profile case of “nanny abuse” in 2009, a Liberal
Member of Parliament was accused of underpaying two
caregivers, withholding their passports and ordering them to
perform various tasks unrelated to caregiving. Last October,
CBC Vancouver reported a similar story of two caregivers
who were physically abused, monitored by surveillance cameras, denied permission to leave the employer’s home and not
paid overtime.
Research conducted by the
NAPWC reveals that, in addition
to the abuse and exploitation livein caregivers may experience at
the hands of individual employers,
live-in caregivers also encounter
systemic discrimination when
they try to access benefits and
social programs to which they
should be entitled. Even though
income tax, employment insurance and Canadian Pension Plan
contributions are deducted from their salaries, their claims for
employment insurance, medical coverage, workers’ compensation, housing and subsidized child care are often denied due to
their temporary status. Ironically, if a worker loses her job and
is awaiting the approval of a new work visa, she is technically
without status and her access to benefits is further compromised.
Advocacy work led by Filipino-Canadian activists has resulted in a number of changes to the regulations and administration
of the program over the years, including some announced
by Citizenship and Immigration Minister Jason Kenney in
December 2011. These include standardized work contracts,
recognition of overtime hours and the provision of open work
permits as soon as the program’s obligations are met.
Nonetheless, Diocson is indignant about these token reforms.
“It doesn’t matter what reforms are made,” she insists. “Our
research has shown that the caregivers’ rights are consistently
violated, simply because they are so vulnerable and their status is
so precarious.” Diocson contends that as long as the three main
program requirements—mandatory live-in, employer-specific
work permits and a restriction to caregiving work—remain in
place, the LCP is a de facto form of modern-day slavery.

“Caregivers are right up
against the wall when it
comes to completing the
required number of work
hours within 48 months.”
—Professor Geraldine Pratt
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The position of the NAPWC is that problems with the
program could be mitigated if caregivers were granted landed
immigrant status on arrival, a provision for which there
is ample historical precedent. This would allow caregivers an opportunity to immigrate, but they would be free
to choose where they live and work, like other Canadian
landed immigrants.
Canada’s immigration policies make this impossible.
Applicants are allowed to enter as landed immigrants under
one of three classes—independent, family or refugee. For caregivers to qualify under the independent class, they must earn
enough points based on their education, skills, occupation and
other factors. Since caregiving is not a recognized occupational
category, it does not earn any points.
Even for caregivers who are not mistreated, complete the

program and successfully gain landed immigrant status, the
price is often very high.
“People have the impression that it’s an even exchange,” Pratt
says, “that if someone works for two years as a live-in caregiver,
and in exchange they get to immigrate and bring their families,
it’s a fair deal.” Because the period of hardship is perceived as
short, she says, many find it acceptable.
However, Pratt’s research indicates that it takes an average of
seven to eight years for caregivers to complete the immigration
process and bring their families to Canada. After they have
completed their work hours, which may take the maximum four
years, they must then apply for permanent resident status and
apply to sponsor family members. According to Citizenship
and Immigration Canada, the processing time for this is 32
months, but in reality it often takes longer.

The Legacy of Family Separation
BY SANDHYA SINGH

B

efore she left, my mother sat with my sister and I
on the bed in the room we shared and talked to us
about menstruation. She was appropriately scientific; maybe there was some reference to womanhood, but
it would not have resonated with me. I was eight and blood
meant pain; I was terrified.
Only recently have I begun to explore
some of the subtler impacts of my family’s
migration to Canada and the United States.
My parents left first, leaving my sister and
me in the care of an aunt. She ensured that
our basic material needs were met, but we
lived without emotional security. As a result,
we had to depend on ourselves.
My family’s migration was affected by
several Canadian and U.S. immigration
policies. We left Guyana primarily as economic migrants and remained in Canada
under temporary visas for a number of
years while my parents applied for permanent resident status.
When our efforts to immigrate under the point system failed,
we applied under humanitarian grounds. In the meantime,
as a backup measure, my mother sought to immigrate to
the U.S. as a live-in domestic under a program similar to
Canada’s Live-In Caregiver program. After working in
the U.S. for two years, it was another two years before her
papers were processed. During this time she had no legal
travel documents and both my sister and I as well as our
father were unable to see her.
Our family was separated over and over again—children from parents, spouse from spouse, in various

configurations—over a 15-year period. My father’s work
visa stipulated that he could only take work that no other
Canadian was willing or able to do, so he worked in a fly-in
community in northern Manitoba for many years. We saw
him at Christmas and during the summer.
Other women in my family, including
my grandmother, came to Canada under
the LCP’s predecessor programs. For them,
it was the only way to escape the economic
decline in Guyana. However, in our culture
grandparents play an important role in the
lives of grandchildren, as caregivers, role
models and keepers of knowledge that they
pass on, so my sister and I lost this when
our grandmother left Guyana.
It is our parents or other trusted adults
who help us negotiate the important transitions into adulthood, and without them
we are left to flounder on our own. My
sister and I were robbed of an important part of our childhood because of immigration programs that unnecessarily
prolong family separation. My mother tried to prepare
my sister and me for her departure. But she wasn’t there
when my sister started her period, or when I experienced
my first real kiss.
The Live-In Caregiver Program is just one example of an
immigration program that exacerbates the challenges immigrant families face when they migrate because it forces
them to leave family members behind. As a result, families
have to deal not only with short-term integration challenges
but with problems that continue into the next generation. 
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Recent changes to the program mean that caregivers will be
able to get open work permits and gain the freedom to choose
different employment as soon as they have completed their
mandatory work hours. But this will not affect the length of
time they are separated from their families. Pratt believes that
when people understand the program’s long-term impact on
domestic workers’ families they no longer find it an acceptable
option for providing care for Canadians.
Lengthy family separations have deep social and economic
impacts. In collaboration with the PWC Vancouver and
the NAPWC, Pratt created a 2009 play entitled Nanay, in
which she used transcripts from interviews with caregivers
and their children to expose the multi-generational impact
of the program on Filipino-Canadians. The long period of
separation creates dysfunctional family relationships, she
says. Caregivers’ children are often doubly traumatized, first
when they are separated from their mother and again when
they immigrate and must leave behind the grandparent or
relative who cared for them. This is because Citizenship and
Immigration Canada defines family, in this case, as one’s spouse and
dependent children. The extended
family member who cared for a
child during the mother’s absence
cannot be included in her sponsorship application.
Pratt’s research shows that, like
many immigrants, many children of
domestics who are eventually brought
to Canada experience displacement and lack a sense of belonging.
Statistically, the high school dropout rate for Filipino youth
in Vancouver is higher than all other non-Aboriginal youth.
As well, if children immigrate between the ages of 12 and 16,
they have significantly lower educational attainment compared
to their counterparts who are either younger or older upon arrival. In fact, Pratt found that this cohort ended up with lower
levels of education and fewer job skills than their mothers.
Therefore, the social and economic marginalization experienced by domestic workers often continued into the second
generation. Similarly, the mothers face deskilling, downward
economic mobility, ghettoization in low-wage occupations and
low levels of civic and political engagement.
Remarkably, LCP regulations discourage caregivers from
upgrading their skills and education. They are only permitted
to take non-credit courses without a permit and must apply
and pay $125 for a study permit to take courses longer than six
months. As the Citizenship and Immigration Canada website
reminds caregivers hoping to apply for study permits, “it is
important to remember that [they] are in Canada to work as
a full-time live-in caregiver.”
What needs to be done? Pratt contends that the program
needs to be framed as a migration program so that families

are not separated. If families arrive intact, they are likely to
have two income earners and would therefore be better able to
afford housing, effectively removing the economic justification
for living in. Pratt believes the reason the live-in requirement
has been maintained is that it allows employers to pay less
than a living wage, making it affordable from the employer’s
perspective. One suggestion to improve wages is to allow more
than one employer family to pool resources and offer caregivers better wages. This is currently impossible, since the terms
of the LCP prohibit a caregiver from working for more than
one employer at a time; to do so could result in deportation.
This is just one reason why the Philippine Women Centre in
Vancouver has called for the abolishing of the LCP for more
than 20 years. Today, a number of other organizations, including
the NAPWC, the Filipino Canadian Youth Alliance, SIKLAB
Canada (a Filipino migrant workers organization) and the
Filipino Nurses Support Group, have joined their campaign.
Diocson asserts that divisions within the women’s movement along class lines are part of the long-standing problems
facing live-in caregivers. “Individual
feminists have supported us, but
the women’s movement is largely
composed of middle-class feminists
who have not really wanted to talk
about scrapping the LCP and who
are not willing to take on the issues
of working-class women. This has
to be part of the discourse of the
women’s movement.”
The call for change, she says, must
include a call for universal, accessible child care and a national housing strategy. Furthermore,
it must be understood in the larger global economic context.
“The LCP totally fits the neo-liberal agenda of globalization
and capitalism,” according to Diocson. “It’s very functional to
the Canadian state.” She believes the reliance on the cheap
labour of foreign domestic workers has become entrenched as
part of the Canadian economy.
Diocson insists that a rights-based analysis of the problem
is incomplete and says an understanding of the structural
and systemic impact of globalization is essential in order
to understand the full impact of programs such as the LCP.
The analytic framework must be from the perspective of the
working class and must be led by the women’s movement, she
adds. After all, she says, gender is a class in itself—women
experienced the first division of labour.
To address this gap in the discourse, class privilege must be
examined and challenged. “I’m not afraid to make privileged
women uncomfortable,” says Diocson. “Struggle means discomfort as well as conflict. And from this conflict emerges
something positive, something which unites us. If liberation
belongs only to the privileged, it is not true liberation. We
want to belong to the struggle of all women.” 

Recent changes to the
program mean that
caregivers will be able to
get open work permits and
gain the freedom to choose
different employment.
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Y

ou took out your ring?” my husband asked, eyebrows raised. He had never seen my belly button
without a piercing.
I glided my thumb over the partially closed hole.
“It was time to come out,” I said, smiling down at my
naked navel.
The small scar where my navel ring used to be doesn’t
bother me. Instead, it reminds me of a decision I made years
ago when I chose to be kinder to myself and subsequently
was transformed because of it. Yes, I forced a hole through
my body in an act of self-love.
After years of battling anorexia and bulimia, I needed to make
peace with my belly, the part of my body I loathed the most.
I needed to befriend the core of my physical self as a way of
creating a bridge with my emotional self. Prettifying my navel
seemed like an appropriate symbolic gesture, a peace offering
to the part of me upon which I had inflicted the most pain.
Beyond my rotund toddler years, I grew into a lean and
muscular frame, but by the age of 10 I began to battle my body.
I would slap my dense calves (composed of solid muscle) and
watch in revulsion as they wiggled. My childhood best friend
and I had regular body-hating sessions on my front lawn, where
we would examine our respective “gigantic” thighs. But it was
always my belly rolls—or what I perceived as rolls—that were
the primary target of my disdain and disgust. It was the core
of myself that I raged against.
As I entered puberty, extreme food restriction and excessive
exercising took hold, causing my weight to plummet to about
20 pounds less than what was healthy for me. These actions also
triggered a cessation of my periods. About a year later, when
my body screamed starvation and I could no longer continue
sustaining myself on carrots and lettuce, I gained over 50 pounds.
I detested myself even more. Looking in the mirror was
torturous and would provoke anxiety and despair. I continually sucked in my stomach. It still frightens me that I didn’t
realize that there was not one single thing wrong with me.
Throughout my adolescence and into my early 20s, I experienced a few more cycles of extreme highs and lows in my
weight. By age 26, I was deeply depressed. I had hit bottom. I
sought help and was fortunate to find the right professionals
to lead me out of the hell I was living.
I drew a lot during my eating disorder recovery. What I
consider my most powerful sketch was a depiction of how
I perceived my spirit at that point in time: a gray, shapeless,
cartoon-like, two-dimensional flattened blob that allowed
my beauty and power and gifts to escape through my navel
in a kaleidoscope of vibrant, pulsing colours. Shortly
after creating that image, I realized that I needed to
connect with my body in a concrete way; I then
began to think about piercing my navel.
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Even though piercings and tattoos are no longer associated
with the deviant periphery of society, some would argue that
in piercing and tattooing my body, my primary motive was
to harm myself. In 1999, the American Academy of Child
and Adolescent Psychiatry classified tattooing and excessive piercing as self-injurious behaviours. A 2011 article in
Psychology Today by Lawrence Rubin and Michael Brody
reported, “tattooing and body piercing have been associated
with dangerous and sometimes lethal risk-taking behaviour,
eating disorders, self-loathing, substance abuse, depression
and social alienation.”
From what I’ve seen of the data, however, the associations
are far from overwhelming. For example, a 2006 study in the
Journal of Psychosomatic Research explored the body modification-masochism connection and concluded that tattooing and
piercing were more about exploring one’s self-identity than
they were indicative of self-harming behaviours. Based on my
own experience, I agree.
Even though I suffered through anorexia and bulimia (and
made it out the other side), my choice
to permanently accessorize my body
wasn’t about self-hatred or feeding a
pathology—just the opposite. I purposely pierced my belly button with
the intention of ending an 18-year war
with my body.
“Is that a lotus?”
It’s a question I’m familiar with. Since
tattooing a rendition of a lotus on the
nape of my neck three years ago, friends, acquaintances and
the occasional stranger have been curious as to why I chose
that particular flower to etch into my body. Common to eastern
religions, the lotus represents rebirth and regeneration and the
beauty that can emerge from overcoming obstacles. It was a
symbol that called my name. I had overcome what I thought
was impossible, what I thought would actually cripple me forever.
The only obstacle more challenging than recovering from almost
two decades of eating disorders was learning how to move from
being a victim to being a survivor.
Although I had never considered when I got my tattoos
to be relevant, I think my subconscious would disagree. I
entered into the world of tattooing only a couple of months
after I was sexually assaulted by my first boyfriend. Over a
decade later, after a second sexual assault, I committed to my
second tattoo after completing an intense nine-month period
of weekly therapy, when I finally confronted and began the
healing process from being sexually assaulted. And even though
my third and most recent tattoo, the lotus, did not follow a
traumatic event, it has a direct connection to the assaults and
to my fortitude in being able to move past them.
While I am a survivor of both eating disorders and sexual
violence, I didn’t accessorize my navel and commit to a few

tattoos to reclaim my body—at least not on a conscious level.
A recurring theme among body modification aficionados is
the desire to be more in control of their bodies. In the 1996
fall issue of Ms. Magazine, Deborah Shouse wrote the essay
“Mark Her Words” illustrating how her daughter Hilee used
tattoos and piercings to re-inhabit her body and heal her spirit
from sexual abuse: “Hilee is undoing her hurt. She is stepping
out and embracing her body.”
Part of my choice to be pierced and tattooed was to define
my body—on my terms and mine alone. Not as defined by the
media, nor by my partner, nor by the men who violated me. My
personal experience reflects current body modification research,
which reveals that some tattooees and piercees who have been
marginalized, live with a disability or long-standing illness, or
have experienced trauma have chosen body modification as a
vehicle for healing.
In the November, 2000 issue of the journal Feminism &
Psychology, University of Melbourne political science professor
Sheila Jeffreys cites a sexual assault survivor’s motivations for
piercing: “I’m getting pierced to reclaim
my body. I’ve been used and abused. My
body was taken by another without my
consent. Now, by this ritual of piercing,
I claim my body back as my own. I heal
my wounds.”
Body modification was one tool I
used to heal. I recognize that some of
my eating disorder history is intricately
linked with being a rape survivor; but
much of my motivation to pierce and tattoo simply focused
on viewing my body through a compassionate lens, exploring
my body in a loving way. As Silja J.A. Talvi wrote in Body
Outlaws, “By getting tattooed, I consciously took a small step
away from my emotional suffering and toward a radical new
self-definition.”
When I got tattooed at 19, 32 and 40, I was redefining
myself via carefully chosen symbols, infused with deep personal meaning, that I placed purposefully (and more or less
inconspicuously) on my body.
They remind me that I am brave with the world and myself.
They remind me that I am not a victim.
They remind me of my strength that carried me through
periods in my life that I thought were too dark to move beyond.
They remind me to keep growing.
Will I get another? At this point, I would say no, but I also
know that as I age and evolve I might change my mind.
As for my navel ring, I hadn’t planned on removing it, but
something inside me had said to take it out. I calculated how
long it had been. I was 27 when I got it, and that day, at 40 years
old, it felt like a cycle had completed. My belly no longer needed
a sparkly accessory to remind me to be kind to it, to myself.
I finally had learned how. 

I purposely pierced my
belly button with the
intention of ending
an 18-year war
with my body.
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Mothering

Motherhood Initiative for Research
and Community Involvement (MIRCI)
Presents:

MOTHERING AND REPRODUCTION CONFERENCE
featuring an embedded conference on

MOTHERING, SCIENCE, AND TECHNOLOGY

Pantages Hotel Toronto Centre
200 Victoria Street, Toronto

October 18 - 20, 2012

Includes more than 80 papers on various and diverse themes in mothering and
reproduction and features fascinating keynotes by the leading scholars in the field,
including:
Karen Brody, Playwright; Founder, FEAR to FREEDOM
Birth and BOLD (Birth on Labor Day)

Emily Monosson, Toxicologist, College Instructor, Editor of
Motherhood the Elephant in the Laboratory

Wendy Chavkin, Columbia University, Author of The
Globalization of Motherhood

Amy Mullin, University of Toronto, Author of Reconceiving
Pregnancy and Childcare

Alyshia Gálvez, Lehman College/City University of New
York, Author of Patient Citizens, Immigrant Mothers

Karleen Pendleton Jiménez, Trent University, Author of Are
You a Boy or a Girl?

Frances Latchford, York University

Vaishali Sinha, Co-Director, Producer, Made in India and
Rebecca Haimowitz, Co-Director, Made in India

Susan Markens, Lehman College and the Graduate Center,
CUNY, Author of Surrogate Motherhood and the Politics of
Reproduction

Rickie Solinger, Historian, Writer, Author of Wake Up Little
Susie

Jill Miller, Activist; Artist, The Milk Truck: A Mobile
Breastfeeding Unit

ONE-DAY SYMPOSIUM ON ADRIENNE RICH
A celebration of the life and work of Adrienne Rich (1929-2012).
Includes over 15 papers celebrating the work of the poet, essayist, radical feminist,
anti- war activist, mothering theorist, and author of Of Woman Born:
Motherhood as Institution and Experience.

October 20, 2012, Pantages Hotel, Toronto
This research was supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.
Motherhood Initiative for Research and Community Involvement (MIRCI)
140 Holland St. West, PO Box 13022, Bradford, ON, L3Z 2Y5, (Tel) 905-775-9089
For full conference program, registration and information: www.motherhoodinitiative.org
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Help Build a Sustainable

S

ee your name in print in each issue of Herizons when you join
the growing community of Herizons Sustaining Subscribers.
Pledge a small amount each month and you will help ensure that
the feminist ink continues to flow. Your steady, reliable donation nurtures
Herizons and provides this small, non profit organization with stability.
Once you decide to give every month, just choose an amount you’re
comfortable with. Then register by mailing in a blank cheque marked
VOID in the postage-paid envelope in this copy of Herizons, showing the monthly amount you’ve chosen—$5, $10 or a higher amount.
You don’t have to rip the page out of the magazine to become a sustaining subscriber!
Your contribution will be transferred from your account on the first of
each month. Best of all, your Herizons subscription will never expire as
long as you are a Sustaining Subscriber. By reducing the need to print
renewal letters, you will also help reduce paper and administrative costs.
Thank you for allowing Herizons to depend on your generous support!
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Where have the
GIRLS GONE?
GENDER-SELECTION TECHNOLOGY HAS SKEWED THE
NUMBER OF GIRLS BORN IN SOME COUNTRIES
BY IRENE D’SOUZA

W

hen Science magazine correspondent Mara
Hvistendahl observed that there were many more
men than women on the streets, in schools and
everywhere she travelled in Asia, she wanted to know why
there was a sex-ratio imbalance.
In order to unravel the mystery, she travelled to nine countries, culled statistics from demographers and spoke to doctors,
fieldworkers, economists and parents. Her meticulous study
and in-depth analysis of the issue resulted in the 2012 Pulitzernominated Unnatural Selection: Choosing Boys over Girls and the
Consequences of a World Full of Men. Her cautionary dystopian
book could easily be shelved under the science fiction category,
were it not fact-based.
According to Hvistendahl, Asia is missing a total of 160
million females. Imagine, she writes, “America’s women wiped
out. Imagine the country’s malls and supermarkets, its highways
and hospitals, its boardrooms and classrooms exclusively filled
with men. Imagine the bus, or the subway, or the car that takes
you to work; then erase the females commuting alongside you.
Erase your wife and your daughter. Or erase yourself. Imagine
this, and you come close to picturing the problem.”
Yet, according to Hvistendahl, because women have not
disappeared from North America, gender imbalance has
been treated as a local problem, something that happens
to other countries and does not concern the rest of us.
She observes that “rampant demographic masculinization”
has jeopardized humanity because the lopsided birth totals
of China and India have “skewed the sex ratio at birth
of the entire world, which has risen from 105 [male
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births per 100 female births] to the biologically impossible 107.”
Raising awareness of this sinister biological shift means
looking at the issue from many perspectives. Hvistendahl
acknowledges that “cultural and political constraints mattered
of course, but they did not explain why sex ratio imbalance
had hit so many countries at the same time.”
Hvistendahl’s book has generated debate and has put the
issue of sex selection under the microscope. The level of awareness in North America and elsewhere has grown, creating an
opportunity for change. People are now acknowledging that
there is a problem. It is not as if it is an issue that is shrouded
in secrecy and only apparent to a few epidemiologists.
Take, for instance, Rupam Jain Nair’s February 2012 Agence
France-Press article with the provocative headline, “No one to
play with,” which was widely reprinted in Indian newspapers,
including the Goa Herald. Fifteen-year-old Padma Kanwar
Bhatti, Nair writes, is the only girl in her class of 23. She is
from Devda, Rajasthan, which has the dubious distinction of
having the most skewed sex ratio in the country. Padma says,
“There are very few girls in our village.” But simply echoing
the reporter’s conclusions that it is a phenomenon based on
ancient cultural traditions—“We are crazy for boys. We mourn
when girls are born”—only tells half the story.
According to Hvistendahl, technology is as responsible for
sex-selection abortion as a bias that favours boys. She further
argues that economic, cultural and technological factors have

altered the application of reproductive choice, turning it from
a tool of women’s autonomy into an instrument that reinforces
patriarchal values in countries like India and China.
The desire for sons and the ability to determine the sex of
fetuses began to skew Asia’s population in the 1980s. The
phenomenon grew as fetal ultrasound scanning became widely
available: Sex-selection abortions first took hold first among
the urban, upper-class elite and then trickled down to other
sectors of society.
During the ’70s and early ’80s, amniocentesis in India and
China was widely referred to as “the sex test.” One crass advertisement by an Indian clinic claimed: “Better 500 rupees now
than 5,000 later.” This slogan implied that it was cheaper to
spend money on a test to give would-be parents the option to
abort a girl, than to save for a girl’s marriage dowry.
In China, the one-child policy led to a fertility industry that
used marketing strategies to encourage the preference for male
children. One ad claimed: You can beat it out! You can make
it fall out! You can abort it! But you cannot give birth to it!
“It” referred to female fetuses.
Overwhelmingly, it is female fetuses that are aborted in
South and East Asia, the Caucasus countries, Eastern Europe
and recently, according to some medical practitioners, among
Indo-Canadians. A recent article in the Canadian Medical
Association Journal discussed the sex-ratio imbalance issue.
Mothers born in India but living in Canada, the article stated,
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are significantly more likely to have male babies for their second
and third births, compared with other women in Canada. Firm
conclusions cannot be gleaned from a single article, however.
“Our findings raise questions about why there are more male
liveborns than female liveborns among Indian couples who
have had two or more previous babies,” cautions Dr. Joel Ray
of St. Michael’s Hospital and the University of Toronto. But,
he adds, “We need more data.”
The practice has been more closely studied in India, according
to a report co-authored by Prabhat Jha, founding director of
the Centre for Global Health Research in Toronto. According
to Jha, selective abortion of girls in India has grown in the past
two decades and accounts for most of the large and growing
imbalance in the ratio of girls to boys up to six years of age.
“Son preference,” wrote Jha in a recent article in The Lancet,
“varies little by education or income, but selective abortion
of girls is more common in educated or richer households,
presumably because they can afford ultrasound and abortion
services more readily than uneducated or poorer households.”
Recent increases in literacy and Indian per-person income, he
contends, may have contributed to
an increase in the selective abortion
of female fetuses.
Political concern about sexselection abortions gained public
prominence in 2008 when Indian
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
called the abortion of female fetuses
a “national shame” with ramifications
for all of Indian society. Sex selection,
he declared was “a terrible onslaught on our civilization.” Across
the border in China, government also shifted course. Instead
of denying the existence of a sex-ratio imbalance, Hvistendahl
notes, Chinese authorities are now vocal about it as a threat to
social stability.
While both India and China have enacted laws to curtail sexselection abortions, problems still persist. In 1994, the Indian
government’s Prenatal Act required clinics to register their ultrasound machines and forbade doctors from revealing fetal sex to
potential parents. The shortage of females in the past four decades
has also spawned social problems, which Hvistendahl found have
led to a spike in sex trafficking and bride-buying across Asia.
It is impossible to read Hvistendahl’s meticulously researched
book without experiencing profound sadness. She navigates
the data from demographers and economists and charts the
trajectory of trends in the human population. Her clear, concise
and scientific study does not frame the sex-selection problem as
a simple case of modern technology being abused by misogynistic, patriarchal cultures. Development and economic factors
have also contributed to the problem. Hvistendahl notes that
“women are having far fewer children than they did 50 or 60
years ago, and that puts pressure on them to make sure that
their one child, or one of two children, is a boy.”

In developing countries, improving women’s economic status
seems to have led to more sex-selection abortions, not less. In
many communities, she writes, “development was supposed
to improve the lot of women—and in many areas it does. But
when it comes to reproduction, many women use their increased
economic status to select for sons.” Male offspring bring higher
status and, the author notes, “women are hardly immune from
craving for status, even if comes at the expense of their own kind.”
Historically, Western policies of population control, including
those advanced for Asia by organizations like the U.S.-based
Population Council, have been influential and, at times, coercive, notes Hvistendahl. As a result, however, “they turned a
blind eye to the problem, because setting radical limits on the
population growth of China and India was seen as so desirable
that the horrors of sex-selection abortion has been omitted
from the discussion.”
As a result, Hvistendahl believes that many reporters, demographers and activists in the West fall back on blaming cultural
mores for sex-selection abortions in Asia. “The explanation
persists because blaming backward cultural traditions is simpler
than the alternative of taking a hard
look at how a phenomenon—including the technology that makes
the phenomenon possible—came to
exist,” she writes.
In order to address a moral and
ethical question—“What does
it mean to tinker with one of
evolution’s most fundamental balances?”—Hvistendahl describes how
the practice of sex-selection abortion has resulted in the oversupply
of Taiwanese men, who, in turn, have resorted to importing or
buying brides from Vietnam. Studies have further shown that
imbalances in gender can lead to instability in society, including
increases in violence, prostitution and sex trafficking. Women are
treated as commodities, and polyandry—marriage to multiple
men—“has become common enough that it is reflected in the
fees paid for trafficked women.”
Hvistendahl’s book points to the tragedy of missing females
and documents the consequences of living with a shortage of
women. The trend is not only occurring in faraway countries,
she contends. Sex selection in North America is a flourishing
business, according to Hvistendahl. “Only the language surrounding America’s breed of sex-selection abortions is different.
Americans don’t talk about gender preference. We say ‘family
balancing,’ a term that implies couples have an inherent right
to an equal number of boys and girls.”
Indeed, if Hvistendahl is right that cutting-edge technology such as the pre-implantation genetic diagnosis is already
quietly spreading the practice of sex-selection through the
developing world, feminists would do well to raise the alarm
at such technologies and to bring other pressures to ensure
that fewer girls are selected out of existence. 

In developing countries,
improving women’s
economic status seems to
have led to more sexselection abortions, not less.
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Body Politic
BY JOANNA CHIU

KENNEY’S CLOSED-DOOR POLICY
In Hong Kong, so many people aspire to immigrate to Canada
that, every July 1, locals join in an annual parade in the city’s
bar district in celebration of Canada Day. But this year some
people were on the streets out of protest.
My parents immigrated to Canada from Hong Kong when
I was two. I grew up with friends who were mostly immigrants,
since immigrants are such a large part of Canadian society.
My immigrant friends have all grown to become exceptional
members of society who bring sophisticated understandings
of cultural differences and international affairs to the work
they do.
Yet today Ottawa is deliberately working to make Canada
a more immigrant-unfriendly country, a move that could
change the course of Canada’s future and lower our country’s
esteem in the world.
Canada’s omnibus budget bill, Act C-38, which passed the
House of Commons in June, cancelled all immigration applications submitted before 2008. Some 280,000 applications
stand to be wiped out, and the former applicants will be asked
to reapply.
This is just one part of a growing trend toward anti-immigrant policies under Stephen Harper’s government. There have
been a slew of bills and policy changes recently that restrict
immigration or reduce rights and services for immigrants and
refugees. Most of the changes were pushed forward by
Citizenship and Immigration Minister Jason Kenney.
Jinny Sims, the NDP immigration critic, has serious concerns
about “the growing centralization of power and control into
the hands of the minister.”
The bill, which is actually called the Faster Removal of
Foreign Criminals Act, also contains a measure that seeks to
grant the minister the power to deny people entry into the
country or temporary resident status for up to three years.
According to one analyst, they can be denied by the minister
“on the basis of public policy considerations.”
Last year, Kenney approved a reduction in wages for immigrants under the government’s Skilled Worker Program and
froze applications from foreign parents and grandparents
seeking to join their children in Canada. Another regressive
policy that came into effect in June cut back on health care for
refugees under the Interim Federal Health Program. All of
these policies will disproportionately affect low-income

immigrants and women of colour—a demographic vulnerable
to poverty.
A new type of visa introduced by Kenney allows family
members of Canadians to visit Canada for up to 10 years, but
only if they have a minimum annual income and can pay for
their own health insurance. Thousands of lower-income family
members will remain separated from each other.
Bill C-31, the Protecting Canada’s Immigration System
Act, has caused refugee service organizations to sound the
alarm. They say that under Bill C-31 impossible time frames
will be imposed for refugees attempting to have their claims
assessed. Within 15 days of arrival, asylum-seekers will be
expected to arrange legal counsel and interpretive services
and to present their personal experiences before the
Immigration and Refugee Board.
“Lawyers who are willing to take aid for refugee claims are
very few,” says Angela Marie MacDougall, executive director
of Battered Women’s Support Services in Vancouver. “They
will be incredibly overburdened.”
Some policy analysts say Kenney’s reforms are strategically
designed for the good of the country. By allowing the government to gain greater control over who gets to be Canadian,
they argue, Canada will be a place with “better” people.
I’m not a trained policy analyst, but allowing the government
to cherry-pick citizens based on vague constructs like “public
policy considerations” sounds dangerous to me. By redesigning
Canada’s immigration policy to focus on short-term labour
gaps and trimming public expenses such as health care, Kenney
has lost sight of the bigger picture. The combined effect of
the Harper government’s immigration-related changes stands
to negatively affect thousands of refugees, low-income immigrants and women of colour who seek to come to Canada.
Canada is a widely respected country in large part because
of its reputation for being relatively welcoming toward immigrants, and for being a pluralistic society with respect for
different religions, cultures and customs.
But that appears set to change. As the fall session of
Parliament comes into full swing, expect the anti-immigrant
trend to continue. 
Find out more at www.cic.gc.ca. Contact your local MP or Citizenship
and Immigration Minister Jason Kenney at minister@cic.gc.ca.
HERIZONS FALL 2012 35

her-059 Fall 2012 v26n2.indd 35

2012-09-18 2:58 PM

arts
FILM

culture

In Miss Bala, Stephanie Sigman plays Laura, a Mexican beauty pageant contestant who becomes embroiled in the underworld violence of the drug trade. (Photo: Eniac Martinez)

MISS BALA

Directed by Gerardo Naranjo

REVIEW BY MAUREEN MEDVED
In Miss Bala, written and directed by
Gerardo Naranjo, a beauty contestant’s
teen dream coalesces with the drug trade
in Mexico—a place where career prospects are often grim and young women
enter beauty contests with fantasies of
fame and luxury. However, in the best
possible scenario, they are picked out by
wealthy gang members and whisked away
to a world of thousand-dollar dresses. Still,
young women have been lured into this
world before, only to be found discarded,
disfigured—even murdered—in gangrelated incidents.
To quote William Finnegan’s recent
article in The New Yorker, “In Mexico, it
is often impossible to know who is behind
something…. Either the truth is too fluid
and complex to define or it remains opaque
to anyone not directly involved in manipulating events.”
This is the main idea behind Miss Bala,
where this strange duality between beauty

contests and the drug trade exists and the
two are interconnected in ways that are
indefinable and complex—even to those
directly involved. In fact, in the northern
Mexican region of Sinaloa, where both
beauty contests and drug cartels reign, a
coalescence, similar to that portrayed in
Miss Bala, occurred in 2008.
The brilliance of this film is that it doesn’t
go for the lurid details behind this story and
others like it but instead it examines the
procedural aspect of its premise in a style
that is straight-ahead and unembellished. It
explores the strength and power of this drug
trade in Mexico and how easily it can draw
everything into its orbit in an almost repetitive, hypnotic way.
When Laura (Stephanie Sigman) and
her friend decide to skip school to enter a
beauty pageant, Laura witnesses a massacre in the Millennium nightclub, likely
the director’s homage to the Millennium
Arches, under which 26 corpses were
dumped in 2011.
Thus begin several days of intense drama.
Laura begins the film as an ordinary girl
blessed with unusual beauty. In this case the

blessing is double-edged: The same knife
that saves her life by triggering the attention
and mercy of a gang leader eventually turns
against her.
By the end, Laura is a staggering survivor
of a cataclysm. The pageant emcee asks
her, what do you desire the most: wealth or
fame? Laura is so terrified and shocked by
the situation she has found herself in that
she is rendered speechless about the very
ideas that got her drawn into this world in
the first place.
The action in this film ricochets off all
four walls. Along with the strange juxtapositions of Laura’s world, it produces a film that
delves deep and is rife with social comment.
As in the film Maria Full of Grace, the line
between good guys and bad guys blurs in a
world where it’s hard to discern who is involved and why, or what, if anything, this has
to do with us.
We do what we do because, like bees in
a hive, we must be devoted to the queen.
And why do the girls, knowing what could
happen, go with these bad guys? One only
has to turn to our own society to see that
reflection everywhere. 
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WEB OF ANGELS
LILIAN NATTEL

Knopf Canada

REVIEW BY NIRANJANA IYER
“And it all seemed so ordinary except it
wasn’t,” observes a character in Web of
Angels, and this line could well serve as the
novel’s précis. The protagonist, Sharon, is a
Toronto wife and mother who has successfully concealed her disassociative identity
disorder (DID, better known as multiple
personality disorder) from the larger world
for decades. Sexually abused as a child,
Sharon developed multiple personalities as
a coping mechanism, and her many alters
include men and infants. The alter best
they can also harbour unexpected reserves
After a hellish journey, Frank rescues
equipped to deal with specific situations
of goodness, and decency, and compassion. Cee and delivers her to nearby Lotus, their
emerges as required.
This raw, tender tale prods us to re-evaluate close-knit childhood community. There, she
While Sharon’s husband is aware of her
is nursed by a devoted group of older black
our conception of normal—whether applied
DID, the issue doesn’t come to the fore till
to ourselves, our near ones or our society— women whose remedy for “womb sickness”
a pregnant young girl in the neighbourhood
includes calamus root, quilting, singing,
with unsettling results.
commits suicide. The dead girl is sister to
biscuits slathered with blackberry jam and
Sharon’s teen son’s girlfriend, Cathy, who
daily doses of sunshine.
HOME
is described as “a nice girl—her mother a
TONI MORRISON
In Cee’s ascent from life-threatening
doctor and her father a professor.” When
Knopf
illness to vibrant health, readers will find
Sharon learns that the pregnant girl’s baby
echoes of the “love your flesh” passages
REVIEW BY EVELYN C. WHITE
was delivered with a kitchen knife by the
from Morrison’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel
Nobel literature prize laureate Toni
doctor mother, she’s unable to bear the
Beloved. Here, an elder offers Cee counsel:
Morrison
revisits
familiar
themes
of
race,
news, and an alter takes over.
“Look to yourself. You free. Nothing and nogender, prejudice, betrayal and redempStatistically, one in five Canadians will
body is obliged to save you but you.… You
tion
in
her
new
novel,
Home.
At
146
pages,
experience a mental illness in their lifeyoung
and a woman and there’s serious limthe
slender
volume
is
easily
read
in
one
time, and the remaining four will have a
itation
in both, but you a person too.… Locate
friend, family member or colleague who will. sitting and is infused with the suspense,
her
and
let her do some good in the world.”
Mental illness is often seen as juicy material flashbacks, mysticism, melodrama and
As
for
Frank, his odyssey with Cee gives
otherworldly
characters
that
were
hallfor fiction, with the condition sensationalhim
the
courage
to confront the secrets that
marks
of
the
popular
1950s-era
television
ized for dramatic effect. Lilian Nattel’s plot
have damned him. “I have to tell the truth,”
unwinds very delicately, and Sharon’s condi- show The Twilight Zone.
Morrison writes, yet again.
Set in the 1950s, the narrative centres on
tion is constructed as an organic response
Frank Money, a black Korean War veteran.
to her life situation.
GLASS BOYS
Raised in Georgia, Frank has returned to
The book lovingly details the everydayNICOLE LUNDRIGAN
the
United
States
via
Seattle.
He
is
menness of her environment—here’s Sharon’s
Douglas
and McIntyre
tally scarred by his stint in the army and
bathroom, with yogourt tubs stacked on
ill-equipped to flourish in a country shackled REVIEW BY ANJANA BALAKRISHNAN
the side for rinsing a young daughter’s hair.
Nicole Lundrigan’s latest creation is a riveting
by the bigotry that Martin Luther King, Jr.
Here’s a dinner group chattering about the
tale, bursting with the potential to catapult her
new wine glasses—the tulip shape, the gen- would later address in his landmark 1963 “I
into
the elite echelons of literature. Her fourth
Have
a
Dream”
speech.
erous size. This could be your house, Sharon
novel, Glass Boys, is set in the imaginary town
Despite his myriad frustrations—
could be your best friend, that could be your
of Knife’s Point, Newfoundland and Labrador,
“whatever the world’s palette, his shame
child—look how similar they are to you,
in that hazy middle ground between two feudand its fury exploded,” Morrison writes—
Nattel seems to be saying.
ing families, the Trenchs and the Fagans. The
Frank is determined to reach his ailing
When the imperative to protect the most
families
attempt to live out their lives in mutual
younger
sister
Cee,
who
is
employed
by
a
vulnerable cannot be denied, Sharon takes
exclusion, but to no avail.
nefarious white physician in Atlanta. “If
action even at the cost of revealing her
Roy Trench is dead and his brother, Lewis,
[Cee] died because some arrogant, evil
condition. We learn that DID need not be
believes his neighbour Eli Fagan to be the
defined by stigma and the need for conceal- doctor sliced her up, war memories would
pale beside what [Frank] would do to him,” murderer. When the court sides Fagan against
ment, but can translate into strength. To
the deceased, it alienates the families until
Morrison writes. “Even if it took the rest of
defeat a person with DID, a host of selves
an evil act converges their course in the next
his life, even if he spent the balance of
must be vanquished. If people are capable
generation. Though the all-consuming feud
it in prison.”
of unspeakable evil, Nattel illustrates how
HERIZONS FALL 2012 37

her-059 Fall 2012 v26n2.indd 37

2012-09-18 2:58 PM

arts

FALL READING

culture

darkens the narrative considerably,
a bleak ray of hope manages to
shine through in the form of love
from shared familial lives.
Lundrigan’s nimble manipulations of secrets and perceptions
and the judicious trimming of the
storyline are what fit the story
so well into its compact framework. Furthermore, Glass Boys is
elegantly bound together by the
author’s strong understanding of
relationships, of their influences
upon the characters and their
impressions upon the reader.
Written in a narrative style
where incidents are seen from the perspectives of all parties involved, Lundrigan’s story
develops through perceptions. There is no
concrete truth—rather, everyone has their
own version of it. She steers clear of watertight good/bad classifications, breathing into
her characters an endearing believability.
With meals cooked and eaten even in the
face of tragedy, as often happens in real life,
Lundrigan keeps her date with reality.
The vividly described landscape, the
ease with which she assembles the jigsaw
of family dynamics and an engaging pace
all mark the talent of this author. There is
nothing new in the notion of a novel based
on families, but it is in its compassion and
contemporary treatment that Lundrigan has
managed to make it joyously universal.

TEARS OF MEHNDI
RAMINDER SIDHU

Caitlin Press

REVIEW BY NIRANJANA IYER
Raminder Sidhu’s ambitious debut novel,
Tears of Mehndi, seeks to capture the story
of the Indian Sikh community in Vancouver’s
Little India over the past 35 years. The
story begins in 1976 with a shocking racial
incident—a small Sikh-owned grocery store
is vandalized, with chocolate milk splashed
everywhere. The graffiti reads, “Hindu brest
[sic] milk for free.” Now, this is a very cleverly crafted anecdote, doubly conveying the
depth of ignorance faced by the Sikh community. But if there is racism without, there
is oppression within.
Although the Sikh religion regards the
sexes as equal, traditional gender roles
dominate in a largely patriarchal community known to prize izzat (honour/reputation)
very deeply. As ever, it is women (and
their bodies) who bear the brunt of such

LIVING THE EDGES

A Disabled Women’s Reader
EDITED BY DIANE DRIEDGER

Inanna Publications

REVIEW BY CONNIE JESKE CRANE
This is not an easy book to read.
Throughout this “vehicle for
women with disabilities to share
experiences” you hit bald and uncomfortable truths—women with
disabilities face disproportionate
rates of violence, sexual abuse,
poverty and unfair treatment at
work and in medical settings.
A memorable contributor,
Aboriginal writer Joy Asham,
relates nurses’ “terrible rudeness” to her
fervour—there’s an overriding imperaafter she had a nasty scooter spill on an
tive to produce male children, strictures
icy road in Thunder Bay, Ontario. “I never
to keep girls chaste and unworldly and,
received care when I was in hospital,
inevitably, so-called “honour killings.” The
couldn’t even get a nurse to tighten my
issue is compounded by the hostility of the
sling. My doctor would come every day,
outside world. For instance, believing that
but that was for five minutes. The rest of
Canadian education is only for those willing
the time … I was subjected to such terrible
to integrate entirely and erase their cultural
rudeness that all I could think of was going
differences, some Sikh parents withdraw
home and hiding, pain, sickness or not.”
their daughters from high school.
Asham says one nurse told her, “Comb
There is some first-novel-itis going on,
your hair right now!! If it isn’t combed by
with Sidhu attempting to say everything
the time I get back, I will take my scissors
about this community in 237 pages. And the
and
cut it all off!”
unwieldy cast of characters (eight differThis
volume, which editor Diane Driedger
ent first-person narrators!) meant I gave
says is the first Canadian work of its kind,
up keeping track of whose daughter was
reveals common themes (being outside the
clandestinely meeting whom about halfway
norm, countless challenges and barriers) and
through the story. But Sidhu’s authorial
the experience of women living with a range
strengths are considerable, notably includof disabilities, including multiple sclerosis,
ing her unflinching gaze and her deep insider
Chrohn’s disease, bipolar disorder, dyslexia,
knowledge of Indian Sikhs, as revealed in
blindness and hoarding. The writers also
anecdotes thrumming with life and honesty.
varied in their religious affiliation, economic
When oppression is seemingly bound to
status, age, cultural background and profestradition in a minority community already
sion. They include women who are Christian
under siege from the outside world, dissent
and Muslim, gay and straight. They are graducan seem perilously close to betrayal. In
ate students, writers, actors, researchers,
such an environment, community is everyoffice workers and Aboriginal senior citizens
thing; the universe is divided into Apnay Lok who ride red scooters called Babe.
(our people) and the goray (white) outsiders.
Thanks to some great writers (Julie
Within the community, battle lines are
Devaney and Joy Asham, to name just two),
drawn not just around gender but skin colour, the collection brims with wisdom, candour
religion, degree of Westernization and even
and strength. But the best thing Driedger
old regional loyalties—a character remarks, does is highlight our responsibility towards
for instance, that she doesn’t like another
activism. Asham writes, “It is not just the
woman who is from the other side of the
responsibility of those who are victims to
river in Punjab, where women are said to be work toward positive change in a culture or
very cunning.
work environment. Nor does it rest solely on
Sidhu seems to say that our definitions
the shoulders of the perpetrator. It is the job
of community define us; we progress as huof peers to educate their own, to bring forth
mans when we adopt affiliations beyond the the welcoming of voices from the affected
masses so that they may be heard.”
ones with which we were born.

38 FALL 2012 HERIZONS

her-059 Fall 2012 v26n2.indd 38

2012-09-18 2:58 PM

arts

culture
FALL READING

PERSISTENCE

All Ways Butch and Femme
EDITED BY IVAN E. COYOTE AND
ZENA SHARMAN

Arsenal Pulp Press

REVIEW BY JOY PARKS
One doesn’t name a book in a way that is
so similar to another, especially one on
the same topic, and particularly not if the
original is a landmark classic—even if it’s
meant to be a tribute— without inviting
comparison. Still, Ivan E. Coyote and Zena
Sharman persisted in calling their anthology of butch-femme writing Persistence,
despite initial reservations from Joan
Nestle, iconic femme writer, activist and
editor of the 1992 classic anthology A
Persistent Desire.
Persistence, like most similar collections
before it—including Nestle’s—strives to
define that nebulous thing that is the butchfemme dynamic. One of the best attempts is
by Sinclair Sexsmith, who writes: “I know
these identities have something to do with
masculinity and femininity, something to do
with taking a societally prescribed gender
role and intentionally or unintentionally
turning it into a new gender identity that is
neither painful nor regulated.”
The writers featured in Nestle’s A
Persistent Desire had much in common:
experiences from the 1950s that read like
pulp novels and the revulsion of a women’s
movement that invented political lesbianism
as a practice to feminist theory and had the
hates for any behaviour based on gender
constructs. And all identified as lesbians.
The writers in Persistence don’t share
that kind of unity. In fact, collectively,
the writings here demonstrate just how
broad butch-femme territory has become,
expanding to include a variety of queer
identities either outside of or playing with
traditional masculinity and femininity It’s
even apparent in the language. In the
past, “butch” and “femme” were adjectives,
generally followed by the word “lesbian.”
Contributor S. Bear Bergman is correct—
butch is a noun, or it has become one.
Still, the writers in Persistence share
some essential traits with their predecessors, including a sense of otherness and a
need to kick out the constraints of binary
gender and find strength in one’s “deviance.”
Butch and femme culture has changed,
reinvented, reshaped itself. It continues to
draw power from its history, but has made itself anew and appears determined to persist.

THE GRADS ARE PLAYING TONIGHT!

The Story of the Edmonton Commercial
Graduates Basketball Club
M. ANN HALL

University of Alberta Press

REVIEW BY TRACEY PETER
Reading The Grads are Playing Tonight!
was a nostalgic experience for me. At the
1994 Canadian Interuniversity National
Championships at the University of Calgary,
I met several of the Edmonton Grads. At the
time, our team, the University of Winnipeg
Wesmen, was ranked first in the country and
was on a winning streak (we went on to win
88 games, which, at the time, tied us with
the famous UCLA men’s basketball program
coached by the legendary John Wooden).
Given the high status of both teams, we
were often paired together at various events,
and M. Ann Hall’s book is exactly how I remember the Grads: full of grit, enthusiastic
about life, inspiring and proud.
And they should be. The Grads were not
simply amazing basketball players. They were
transformative women of their time. They
were civic boosters and role models to the
whole city of Edmonton—at a time when
women were not expected to be either. They
played in front of the largest sporting crowds
of their time. They were the hottest ticket in
town. Their record speaks for itself—for 25
years (from 1915 to 1940) they played over
400 official games and won 95 percent of
them! They travelled more than 125,000 miles
in Canada, the U.S. and Europe. They were
world champions, year after year, after year.
In addition to historical archival research,
the book contains interviews with over 40
Grads. Hall is a sportswriter, so her writing
style is compelling, and she provides plenty
of details on the team.
As a feminist, I found it difficult to read

parts of the book at times: “As expected, they
would soon marry and withdraw from both
the athletic and work world … and they accepted their future usually without question.”
However, once I stepped out of my currentday feminism and started seeing feminism as
an evolutionary movement, I came to appreciate how Hall incorporated the success of the
Grads within its historical context.
Since 1994, I have been a big fan of the
Grads, and I am sure by reading Hall’s book
you will be, too!

MARY PICKFORD

Canada’s Silent Siren,
America’s Sweetheart
PEGGY DYMOND LEAVEY

Dundurn Press

REVIEW BY EVELYN C. WHITE
Peggy Dymond Leavey makes a worthy
contribution to Canadian women’s and film
history in her engaging biography of legendary silent screen actress Mary Pickford.
Born Gladys Louise Smith in 1892 in
Toronto, Pickford began acting as a child
after her widowed mother rented a room
to a man who later cast her in a stage play.
Pickford earned $10 for her impressive turn
in the production. Lauded for her dramatic
skills, the girl with the long, golden curls was
launched on a career that brought her thenunprecedented fame and fortune.
Indeed, by age 24, Pickford had signed
a movie contract for $500,000 per year
(about $100 million in today’s dollars) and
had become the first actress to produce
her own work. “She would have approval
over the directors and other actors hired
for her pictures,” Leavey writes. “The press
announced that Mary Pickford was the
highest-paid woman in the world. She was
making more than the American president.”
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Ever mindful of the economic
hardships her family had endured,
Pickford also used her clout to
secure steady jobs for her mother,
sister and brother in the emerging
1920s-era Hollywood film industry. “Meanwhile, back in Toronto,
tours of the city began to include
[Pickford’s] birthplace, the humble
brick row house on University
Avenue,” Leavey writes.
Joining forces with her actor
husband Douglas Fairbanks, Charlie
Chaplin and two other movie titans,
Pickford founded United Artists in
1919. With her first film for the company of which she was part owner, Pickford
starred in Pollyanna. Shrewd, smart and
grounded, Pickford decried the film’s saccharine and sentimental storyline. Still, she
accepted the role as one that helped to define
her image as “America’s Sweetheart.”
Readers enthralled by The Artist (winner
of the 2012 Academy Award for best picture)
will rejoice in Leavey’s detailed discussion
of the rise and fall of silent cinema.
That Pickford dismissed the talkies as a
passing fad proved ironic for the woman
who, in 1930, won an Oscar for Coquette, the
first Academy Award given to an actress in
a talking motion picture.

stoic brave and the weathered chiefs,
who mostly look angry, into threedimensional people who laugh. A lot.
Or at least the men have.
But can you think of a well-known
indigenous woman writer who employs humour and irony in her work?
Unless you are one or personally
know someone, you may be hardpressed. Sadly, indigenous women
are still seen as mother earth types,
the stern backbone of our nations,
the tragic squaw or the beautiful
Indian princess—all stereotypes, all
void of humour or even personalities.
Being an indigenous woman poet,
who is often accused of being funny, I know
stories and children’s books.) Some of the
there are feminine voices in all that laughter.
book is written in the future tense, which
So it was with great anticipation that I read In
takes a moment to register, but mostly the
the Belly of a Laughing God: Humour and Irony
stories manage to have a tenderness and
in Native Women’s Poetry.
humility while maintaining a lightness.
Author Jennifer Andrews explores the
It seems as though the difficult and
sometimes downright depressing topics and poetry of eight Aboriginal women: Jeannette
Armstrong (Okanagan), Marie Annharte
experiences should be sobering, but there’s
Baker (Anishinaabe), Kimberly Blaeser
something in the telling that suggests the
(Anishinaabe), Marilyn Dumont (Cree Metis),
future is coming; the novelty of knowing
Diane Glancy (Cherokee), Louise Bernice
the details of some of what is yet to come
Halfe (Cree), Joy Harjo (Muskogee) and
makes the future as relevant as memory
here. There’s a very ingestible history lesson, Wendy Rose (Hopi, Miwok).
Borrowing the term “the belly of the laughwhether you’re looking for women’s rights
ing
god” from Harjo, Andrews analyzes how
or Beatlemania, and there’s a personal story
this cross-section of writers uses humour
that is well told and never egotistical. It’s
AFFLICTIONS & DEPARTURES
and irony to address race, gender, nationality
hard to say whether the experimental forMADELINE SONIK
and colonization. She employs five themes:
matting is necessary, because it works.
Anvil
religious transformations; generic transAfflictions & Departures may well become
formations; history, memory, and the nation;
REVIEW BY TARA-MICHELLE ZINIUK
your nostalgia, whether it’s based on your
Accomplished author Madeline Sonik delivtime period and location or not. It’s no wonder photography and representational visibility;
ers a standout memoir with Afflictions &
Afflictions & Departures was long-listed for the and land and the significance of home.
You won’t get a lot of belly laughs out of
Departures, a book in which the narrator and B.C. National Award for Canadian Non-Fiction
this heavily academic book, but you will
the era are both central figures. Written in
and shortlisted for the Charles Taylor Prize.
learn a thing or two about the use of humour
what Sonik calls a “fracture,” these short
and irony in indigenous women’s poetry.
narrative essays come together to reveal a
IN THE BELLY OF A LAUGHING GOD
That in itself is breaking new ground, as
personal and familial history set alongside
Humour and Irony in Native
poetry is not often thought of as funny or
the story of a changing place and time.
Women’s Poetry
ironic, unless it rhymes with Nantucket or
The place and time, in this instance, are
JENNIFER ANDREWS
was written by a guy named Seuss. Even
the U.S. and the 1950s and ’60s. Sonik was
University of Toronto Press
more rare are book-length explorations of
born in 1959, but these stories predate her
REVIEW BY ROSANNA DEERCHILD
indigenous women’s writing—funny or not.
own entrance into the world and capture
The book’s greatest strength is the poems
fine details of the time from the Vietnam War Humour underlies the work of many indigenous authors, such as Richard Van Camp,
and voices of the women themselves within
to bike helmets, crib safety and the rise of
Drew Hayden Taylor and Thomas King. The
the texts. Having met or read with some of
pop culture. The essays, though linked, are
situational hilarity in the short stories of Van
these extraordinary writers, it at times felt like
not chronological. And while Sonik is the
having tea with a group of my favourite poets.
central character, the essays focus on differ- Camp, the sharp sarcasm of Taylor’s observations and the sly and absurd wit of King
The only challenge I had with the book
ent people in her life. The form is as much a
are often cited by intellectuals, academics
was its approach, which considers the
part of this book as the content, just as the
and the literati when discussing why and
use of humour and irony a resistance—as
era is as prominent as the perspective.
how Aboriginal people are funny.
though everything we do is in relation or
It’s not surprising that Sonik pulls this off,
Indeed, indigenous people are finally begin- reaction to non-native people. We can’t just
having been published in a wide range of
be funny for the sake of being funny. But
ning to emerge from the photographs of the
forms over her career (poetry, novels, short
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I’ve sat at many a kitchen table where there
have been plenty of belly laughs and the
topics of race, gender, nationality and colonization were not once mentioned.
Still, In the Belly is an important contribution because it furthers the conversation,
sheds light on an under-examined topic,
shares the work of these women and of
course spreads the laughter.
Rosanna Deerchild is a Cree writer, broadcaster and general funny person who lives
in Winnipeg.

GRIDLOCK
Labor, Migration, and Human
Trafficking in Dubai
PARDIS MAHDAVI

Stanford University Press

REVIEW BY KATIE PALMER
Public interest in human trafficking is at an
all-time high, and there are countless books,
movies, magazines and documentaries on
the topic. Having read many of them, I am
confident in saying that anthropologist Pardis
Madhavi’s Gridlock: Labor, Migration, and
Human Trafficking in Dubai offers new insights, relevant to both academic and policy
circles, in an accessible language.
Her most significant contribution with the
book is that she dispels the narrow and highly
gendered representation that human trafficking involves helpless women and youth being
kidnapped by bad men who in turn sell them
into the sex industry. Mahdavi’s empirical
research, undertaken in Dubai, shows that
victims of trafficking include a range of both
women and men, including those forced into
prostitution, agricultural labourers, construction workers and domestic workers.
Not only does Mahdavi widen our
understandings of who is trafficked, she
also lays out how this narrow representation of trafficking problematically informs
public policies—namely the Americentric
Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA)—
and imposes negative consequences on the
ground in places such as the Middle East.
According to Madhavi, one of the most
negative effects of the TVPA is that it conceptualizes (and thus treats) all migrant sex
workers as trafficking victims. The problem
with this right-wing approach, as aptly outlined in Gridlock, is that migrant sex workers
are denied their right to exercise autonomy
in choosing their sector of employment.
Based on the socio-political underpinnings
of the TVPA, migrant sex workers often
are subject to “rescue, rehabilitation and

reintegration” against their will.
Another strong critique developed in
Gridlock regards how the discourse of human trafficking disproportionately focuses
on the bogeyman. Madhavi boldly argues
that, rather than focusing on the micro actors who help facilitate trafficking, more
attention (and resources) should be given
to the larger socio-political factors that
render men and women vulnerable to labour
exploitation in the first place. Without doubt,
Gridlock is an exceptional text.

FAMILIES APART
Migrant Mothers and the
Conflicts of Labor and Love
GERALDINE PRATT

University of Minnesota Press

including focus group and life testimonies
of LCP migrants and their offspring, Pratt
convincingly shows how the LCP harms migrant workers. First, the LCP denies migrant
domestic workers their right to live with their
immediate families. Long-term family separation has harrowing effects on transnational
families. Second, LCP migrants routinely
experience radical de-skilling, in that most are
trained as teachers in their home countries but
can only gain entry into Canada as glorified
babysitters. Once they are eligible to switch
jobs, few employers will hire them because
they want workers with more than “babysitting” experience. Third, the offspring of LCP
migrants who reconnect with their mothers in
Canada frequently choose full-time employment over education so they too can help
support their families.
Families Apart is a riveting book.

REVIEW BY KATIE PALMER
Canadian geographer Geraldine Pratt’s
Families Apart is the outcome of nearly
THE EMPOWERMENT MANUAL
two decades of collaborative research on
Canada’s Live-In Caregiver Program (LCP) with A Guide for Collaborative Groups
STARHAWK
the Philippine Women’s Centre. The LCP is a
New
Society Publishers
visa entry program where selected applicants
enter Canada as domestic workers employed
REVIEW BY DEANNA RADFORD
by Canadian families; after two years they can For over four decades, Starhawk has been
apply for permanent resident status.
an activist for peace, global justice and the
Ostensibly, the LCP appears to be a winenvironment, and her Empowerment Manual
win situation for Canadian families who are
couldn’t have come at a more appropriate time.
in need of affordable child care services and
Like Judy Rebick’s recent Transforming
for the migrant women who are eager to send Power, Starhawk’s book puts a finger on the
money home. According to Pratt, Canadians
pulse of an emergent generation of activists
often speak of how the LCP is a blessing to
in acknowledging the Arab spring and Occupy
Third World migrants because it helps them
Wall Street movements (and now Quebec’s
escape state violence and enables them to
printemps érable), which function with many
provide economically for their families. Pratt’s rather than with a few individual leaders.
pointed response remains the same: “How
Whether one is part of these efforts, as
quickly Canadians imagine Canada in general, part of a co-operative for social justice
and a temporary migration program in particu- or for the environment, the manual offers
lar, as refuge from a menacing Third World.”
practical tools for troubleshooting conflict
By using a range of research methods,
and improving communication. Starhawk
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culls from her own body of writing,
management studies, behavioural
analysis literature and other fringe
sources to illustrate different antihierarchical techniques.
The manual is structured around
a fictional organization called
RootBound, an eco-village suffering
through conflict, in order to provide
case-based examples. Believing
critiques of the left to be historically
unable to consolidate efforts to address differences in personality or
ideological perspectives, Starhawk
aims for her Empowerment Manual
to be a practical guide for moving
forward in appreciation of difference. She
articulates this as a guiding principle: “In the
permaculture movement, we say ‘the problem
is the solution.’’
As a working guidebook with a self-help
style, Empowerment Manual can be used
selectively as a menu for readers to choose
from and use what they need. Anyone
organizing for social change will benefit
from spending time with this germane
contribution. The experience of reading
Empowerment Manual is like time well
spent with a mentor. Starhawk shares her
experience and simultaneously illustrates
expertise in a field she has helped to define.

NOT DROWNING BUT WAVING

Women, Feminism and the Liberal Arts
EDITED BY SUSAN BROWN,
JEANNE PERREAULT, JO-ANN WALLACE
AND HEATHER ZICKER
Review by Amanda LeRougetel

A revealing and rewarding collection of writing about women, feminism and the liberal
arts, Not Drowning but Waving gave me an
appreciation for what female academics experience as they navigate their way through
teaching, research and administration in
Canadian universities.
The 22 essays include personal stories
of life in the academy’s trenches, statistical,
systemic and historical analyses of women
in academe, and narratives of activism in
and beyond academia. Topics include overwork, burnout and “radical” collegiality; the
corporatization of universities; and critiques
of the “waves of feminism” metaphor. The
“Activism” section asks “Who benefits from
activism?” and addresses issues including
sex trafficking, the legacy of Vancouver’s disappeared women and the ongoing legal battle
between Kimberly Nixon and Vancouver Rape
Relief over whether the agency’s women-only

policy for volunteer counsellors can legally
exclude transgendered women.
Some of the writing is densely academic,
but most is compelling, probing and enlightening. From a cataloguing of (possibly
unsurprising) woes and dismal statistics to
descriptions of aha! moments of alliances
(for example, between grad students who
knit, the night cleaners on campus and the
profs who teach during the day), this collection should be read by everyone concerned
with women and universities.
The book arises from a 2006 conference that celebrated the career of Patricia
Clements, the first woman appointed dean
of the faculty of arts at the University of
Alberta, in 1989, and her opening essay is
one I particularly enjoyed. Clements’ pen
is sharp as she describes her decade as
dean and the fierce fight that was waged by
some male colleagues to paint her efforts to
advance women in the system as dangerous
to standards of scholarship. It took until 2010
for a second female dean to be appointed.
The bottom line: Feminism lives in the academy, but, to paraphrase contributing editor
Susan Brown, feminist politics and perspectives have not (yet) significantly changed the
conditions of labour for women within it.

RECONSIDERING KNOWLEDGE

Feminism and the Academy

EDITED BY MEG LUXTON AND
MARY JANE MOSSMAN

Fernwood Books

REVIEW BY WENDY ROBBINS
A contribution to feminist cultural history,
this essay collection aims to “to explore
current ideas about feminism in relation to
knowledge, education and society.” The
collection “writes back” to a 1984 CRIAW
publication, Knowledge Reconsidered:

A Feminist Overview. Like
its predecessor, it serves as a
metaphorical Inukshuk built on
and from the terrain of feminist
scholarship—a point of reference
and a cache of nourishment.
Ann (Rusty) Shteir, a founding
member of York University’s School
of Women’s Studies, identifies
feminist scholarship as activism
“seeking to shape knowledge that
will change the world”—a position
more theoretically oriented academics generally dispute. However,
the seven essays testify to the
considerable success of feminist
scholarship since the 1960s in achieving
academic change—challenging many orthodoxies, including the overvaluing of mastery
and control in science.
Radically transforming academic culture—let alone society—has proven to be
“remarkably elusive,” admit the editors, who
cite a sobering statistic from the UN: Women
comprise barely 25 percent of all researchers worldwide.
Jacqui Alexander and Chandra Talpade
Mohanty write about feminism’s own transformation, including the expansion (still
insufficient) of transnational feminism. Other
authors reflect on the evolving understanding of sexual diversity and of abuse, which
has led to major reforms in medical practice and in law. Still others highlight four
decades of feminist revisioning in fields like
literature, classics and history.
Despite—or perhaps because of—
the current record-high enrolment of
women students in Canada, the “remasculinization” of the university is
being strategically engineered by increasingly right-wing and capitalist governments,
with the complicity of university administrators, argues Australian Margaret Thornton,
whose experience encompasses several
continents. Books and articles about “universities in crisis” are proliferating as
rapidly as corporate names on campus
buildings, while equality rights are being
systematically effaced. The trajectory of the
modernization, feminization and corporatization of the academy feels, at best, like two
steps forward, one giant step back.
Largely a book about feminist epistemology (theories of knowledge) and university
culture, this slim book very ably outlines a
recent portion of the jagged but irreversible
story of women’s unquenchable appetite for
truth, in all its complexity. 
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poetrysnapshot
MONSTRANCE

SARAH KLASSEN

Turnstone Press

ALERT TO GLORY
SALLY ITO

Turnstone Books

GRACE SHIVER

CATHY STONEHOUSE

Inanna Books

BY MARIIANNE MAYS
Here are three books of poetry for a
meditative fall day. Each offers greater
rewards with more time spent reading.
The first poem by accomplished poet
Sarah Klassen in her new collection
idea Klassen develops throughout
Monstrance is magnificent. “This naher book.
scent hour” describes the poet rising
Things are fully in motion in these poto the discovery out a winter window
ems; shifting, sifting, this life is changing,
of “Two horses on the morning of the
and with motion comes growth, anxiety
first day!” They are powerful, jet black,
and fears. The epigraph of the first secvivid. “I stood by the window and stared./ tion, Travel Advisory, is from Henry Miller:
I nearly dropped my coffee,” she writes. “One’s destination is never a place, but a
The poet conjures possible scenarios,
new way of seeing things.” The poems
including an image of them “galloping,/
in the second section, Home Invasion,
war horses hitched to a fiery chariot,/
achieve an intriguing tension and are espehell-bent for glory.”
cially strong.
These potentially apocalyptic beings
There is a Zenlike beauty in much of
set the tone for Monstrance and become Klassen’s work here. The solitary wonder
a sort of “Rorschach ink blot sent to test and awe, with a chord of restlessness, ofme,” writes the poet. “Where on earth
ten settle into an undercurrent of faith and
were they from?” As her wonder veers
single-mindedness. Many of the poems
towards alarm, she wants to wake a
circle the theme of peace in unexpected
neighbour, someone to be her witness.
ways. But the delight of Montrance is
But there’s no one, only her, watching.
Klassen’s radiant, assured voice, both for
The scene transforms again: The aniits remarkable immediacy and for the pomals move closer together, and now she et’s ability to make faith and inner realities
sees them as “friends/ comforting each
relevant in ways that are neither sentimenother,/ waiting for someone to lead them/ tal nor superficial.
out of the scrap metal wasteland, out of
Another collection worth reading for its
winter/ into pasture.”
attentiveness to spiritual mysteries and to
“I forgot my coffee,” she writes finally. the seam between the visible and invisible,
An effective blank line follows, and the
between impermanence and permanence,
poem resolves with this gorgeous couis Sally Ito’s Alert to Glory. Ito’s poems
plet: “How still my two good horses had
are often conversational in tone as they
document the “ruffled ordinariness” of
become./ How adamant their ink black
sparrows seen out a window that are also
coats against the snow.” The poem
“in the glare of holy every day,/ framed and
draws from Plato’s allegory of the soul
hallowed prayer.” With joyous language,
as a chariot pulled by two horses, one
representing the moral and the other the Alert to Glory opens the reader’s eyes to
the “[o]rdinary awe [that] compels as sudappetitive passions, both to be brought
into balance and controlled by the chari- denly as it recedes/ —a wave that enters,
sweeps away, sometimes returns.”
oteer to ensure the soul’s ascent, an

Cathy Stonehouse’s Grace Shiver is
also about bearing witness, but in places
where the unspeakable or unthinkable has
happened. Stonehouse’s perspective is
unflinching—not journalistic, not activist,
though certainly justice-seeking. There is
no pretence of possible objectivity. Like
the World War II artist Käthe Kollwitz,
whose artwork offered a searing account
of the human condition, poverty and the
tragedy of war from a female perspective,
Stonehouse moves within a tradition of the
mother’s viewpoint, voicing concerns rarely heard or considered, and also speaking
for the motherless.
Encountering the horror she faces,
from the private to the historical—child
abuse, murder, Hiroshima—she
approaches the limits of language. An unapologetically feminist core focusses the
poet’s questions, outrage and anguish:
What words can one bring to human
acts that are inhumane, acts that disrespect, demean and dehumanize women
and others?
Stonehouse’s ear is nonetheless exquisite, and her sensitivity both to grief and
to language’s nuances and possibilities
in its face are deeply moving: “suicide/
hope/ : law’s/ boneless knife/ frail neuroleptic :/ tend me while I turn aside my
faith,” reads one poem in the section
called “Wake …”. Employing the mother’s
perspective, Stonehouse is deft in her
treatment of language and form throughout the book. Often enough, the effects
are heart-clenching, heart-stopping—
and profound. 
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Soundings
EVELYN C. WHITE

WALK A MILE IN HER SHOES
The simplicity of the marker belies its significance. Not far
from the Robie Street entrance to the Camp Hill Cemetery in
Halifax, one finds the gravesite of Viola Desmond, the black
beautician who in 1946 challenged segregation in Nova Scotia.
During a recent visit to the city, I was moved to pay my
respects to the woman who battled bigotry nearly a decade
before Rosa Parks refused to relinquish her bus seat to a white
man and ignited the U.S. civil rights movement.
Unheralded until recently, Desmond (1914–1965) was celebrated earlier this year with a commemorative stamp from
Canada Post. And in a development that surely would have
thrilled the fashionable hairstylist, Fluevog Shoes has designed
“the Desmond pumps” in her honour.
“We were impressed by Viola’s pride and strength,” says
Gregory Fluevog, spokesperson for the iconic Canadian footwear company, founded in Vancouver, that counts Madonna
among its devotees. “As a successful businesswoman, she had
a lot to lose and she risked it to make a statement about the
unfairness of society.”
For those unfamiliar with Desmond’s story, here’s an overview: Born and raised in Halifax, Desmond was on a sales
trip (she developed a line of beauty products) to nearby New
Glasgow when her car stalled in November 1946. While she
waited for her vehicle to be repaired, she decided to see a movie
at the local Roseland Theatre.
Desmond, then 32, purchased her 30-cent ticket and took
a seat on the main floor. She was stunned when an usher appeared and announced that she needed to move. The usher
stated that the cashier had sold Desmond a cheap ticket, valid
only for the upstairs. Comfortable in her seat, Desmond offered to pay the difference in price to remain where she was.
The usher insisted that she move, and the prosperous
beautician soon understood that the Roseland was segregated.
Blacks were relegated to the balcony, an area disparaged as
“nigger heaven.” Scholar Constance Backhouse details such
iniquities in her book Colour-Coded: A Legal History of Racism
in Canada, 1900–1950. Desmond refused to move and was
then forcibly removed from the theatre by police before being
arrested and jailed.
The next morning, Desmond, without a lawyer, was charged
and convicted of defrauding the provincial government of

the amusement tax for her ticket. The tax was three cents
downstairs and two cents upstairs. The unpaid difference was
one cent.
Desmond was fined $20 for her offence and released.
Outraged, the Nova Scotia Association for the Advancement
of Coloured People took Desmond’s case to the Supreme Court,
but her appeal was dismissed on a technicality. “And it took
the Halifax Chronicle to point out that Viola Desmond ‘was
tried for being a Negress,’” wrote Wanda Robson (Desmond’s
sibling) in her engaging 2010 book Sister to Courage.
“Viola had no idea that her car was going to break down, so
she didn’t set out to fight racism that day,” said Robson, now
85, in a telephone interview. “But after she offered to pay extra
for the orchestra seat and they harassed her, she decided right
then that she wasn’t going to have it.”
“She came home with bruises on her arms from being dragged
out of the theatre,” Robson continued. “I didn’t appreciate or
really understand the significance of what she’d done until
way later.”
Although her conviction stood, Desmond’s case sparked a
protest that led to the 1954 repeal of segregationist policies
in Nova Scotia. In 2010 she was posthumously pardoned
and granted an official apology. Today, her portrait hangs in
Government House in Halifax.
Dismayed that she’d never learned about Desmond in
school, executive coach TC Waisman combined her passion
for Fluevog shoes with a campaign to highlight the beautician’s
contribution to Canadian history.
“I was furious that none of my teachers ever mentioned
Viola Desmond,” said Waisman, a Vancouver resident. “I love
Fluevog Shoes, and it’s a progressive company with a social
conscience. I approached them about naming a pair of shoes
after a woman every Canadian should know and was elated
when they decided to do it.”
Gregory Fluevog hails the pump as a “timeless classic” and
notes that customers are inspired by Desmond’s story.
As I bowed my head at Desmond’s gravesite, I couldn’t help
but think of Rosa Parks. Born a year apart, she and Desmond
were contemporaries who never met. I know that Parks would
have been delighted to offer thanks to the heroic hairdresser
in whose righteous footsteps she followed. 
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Identity, Politics
& Resistance
IN CONVERSATION WITH AUTHOR AVA HOMA
BY NIRANJANA IYER

I

n 2007, when Ava Homa was enrolled in the creative
writing program at the University of Windsor, she
and a friend were walking by a river when they met
two men fishing. The group began talking, and the men
cordially invited Homa to try her hand at fishing, when
one asked where Homa was from. When she said she was
from Iran, the man fell silent for several minutes. Finally,
he said, “When my kids go to school, I don’t want anyone
to throw a bomb at them.”
Homa smiles. “How could I tell this man I don’t want any
kid to be bombed, whether they are Iranian or Canadian,
and, in fact, if anything, I’m a kid who has been bombed.”
Ava Homa is the Kurdish-Canadian author of Echoes
from the Other Land (TSAR Press, 2010), a story collection
set amongst Kurdish people in contemporary Iran. Kurds
are a 40-million-strong ethnic group that has no nationstate of its own; they are the largest such group in the world
to lack a homeland. The majority of Kurdish people live in
Turkey, followed by Iraq and Iran. The Kurdish community
first came to the attention of the West in the late 1980s,
when Iraq’s Saddam Hussein waged all-out war on Iraqi
Kurds. Hussein’s Operation Anfal authorized concentration
camps and mass executions by poison gas; estimates of the
number killed range from 100,000 to 180,000.
While Kurds in Iran have not been subjected to such
warfare, they are routinely persecuted for their ethnicity.
Iranian Kurds are denied the right to read and write in their
own language (Kurdish), activists are jailed and tortured,
political prisoners are executed after mock trials and the
Iranian army still indiscriminately fires on gatherings of
Kurds. Most Kurds have been resisting and fighting the
regime for years—otherwise, their identities as Kurds
would have long been erased.
Ava Homa’s primary form of resistance is writing.
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“What’s well-known is the genocide via chemical attacks, but there are other forms of genocide, like taking
away our culture,” says Homa, whose father and uncles
were tortured in jail. She grew up in the shadow of
violence—walking to school hearing bomb alarms and
then running to underground shelters. And each time
mass graves were unearthed, people she knew would
walk amongst the skeletons, searching to identify their
disappeared loved ones.
After finishing her bachelor’s degree in Kurdistan,
Homa moved to Tehran for her master’s degree in English
language and literature. During this period, she taught
forbidden texts (like Animal Farm) and worked at a
newspaper that didn’t toe the party line. She was often
warned that her behaviour and dress were inappropriate. When the Iranian regime stopped the newspaper
and arrested its editor, Homa began to think about
fleeing Iran—incarceration and torture were very real
fears for her, given her family
history. She could have left
the country as a refugee, but
that would have meant waiting in Turkey for years until a
United Nations official granted her asylum. Instead, she
looked at writing programs
in Canada, Australia and the
United States. She finally
chose Canada because she heard it was more “accepting
towards foreigners. But till the day I left, I didn’t know
whether I’d be able to leave.”
Homa is certain she would be arrested if she returned
to Iran, and so she writes as an exile. “Most Iranians are
orphans,” she says. “We are oppressed in our country by
the crazy people running it, and when we leave we are
faced with resentment, not just because we are others,
but because Iran is so demonized. I carry the idea of
homelessness within me. It’s a cliché, but I’m a citizen of
nowhere and everywhere. But it gives me the opportunity
to choose the best things from each culture—Kurdish,
Iranian, Canadian.”
When Homa finished her degree at Windsor, she
moved to Toronto and began to look for work. She now
teaches at George Brown College, but it took two years
to find employment suited to her two master’s degrees
in English. In the meantime, she worked as a waitress,
in retail and as a landscaper.
“The economy, of course, makes it difficult for everyone,
but it’s just more difficult when you are a newcomer,”
she observes.

In contrast, her path to publication was extraordinarily smooth. A professor at the University of Windsor
advised her to submit her stories to TSAR Press (run
by M.G. Vassanji and his wife Nurjehan Aziz), and her
work was accepted shortly thereafter. Vassanji has called
her stories “subtle and evocative, disturbing in their impact,” and the collection received much critical acclaim,
gathering a nomination for the Frank O’Connor Short
Story Prize and making it to the reader’s choice short
list for the Giller Prize.
Echoes from the Other Land is set in post-revolution Iran,
and most of the characters in the book were born after
the revolution. Homa provides a rare insider perspective
on contemporary Iran, a period when many voices have
been silenced. The stories in her book highlight the
oppressiveness of the regime and of Kurdish patriarchy,
including the expectations for girls and women to stay
chaste. She condemns specific practices like female
genital mutilation (which is
practised by a small section of
Kurds). However, while the
women face persecution, each
develops her own form of resistance. The book opens with
a Sufi proverb: “If you cannot
fly out of the cage, fly with
the cage.” Homa explains that
it is a message of hope. “Never
give up. If you can’t open the cage, then become so strong
that you can fly with it.”
The depth of her relationship with her community
impels her to be honest in her writing, she says. “Although
I’m talking about a country that’s being demonized, I
still point out the flaws in my community. The way we
empower ourselves is by knowing where we’ve gone
wrong, so we can change ourselves.”
She’s also irked by the dominant self-pity in the
Kurdish community and says freely that the Kurdish
people have committed political suicide at times. She’s
been accused of betraying her community by publishing
such writing. She has also received threatening emails
stating that a secular Kurdish woman has no right to
write about Iranian Muslim women.
“My own primary form of resistance is writing,” says
Homa. However, while politics informs her writing, she
says she doesn’t “create fiction to promote any ideology.
I like to explore the universality of humans.
“But fiction has a setting, and each setting has its
own culture and values. My purpose is that readers will
recognize the similarities between themselves and the

“The way we empower
ourselves is by knowing
where we’ve gone wrong,
so we can change ourselves.”
—Ava Homa
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women in Iran and perhaps ask, ‘What if I was born in
there, how would I deal with this situation?’”
Another form of resistance for Homa is dance—she’s
part of a group whose (mixed-gender) members come
from different parts of Iran, and she wears traditional
Kurdish garments while performing.
“Dance is a very subtle form of resistance,” she says. “Art
and music disarm people—remove stereotypes.” Homa
also makes it a point to introduce herself as Kurdish, even
though she’s uncertain how it’ll be received.
“Well, I hope people will say, ‘I know one Kurdish
person, and she’s not as horrible as we think!’”
For those living in the West who seek to support those
struggling for human rights in Iran, Homa has a clear
message. “Awareness in itself is a resistance. The most
important thing the average person in the West can do
is to stop believing and buying in to what [mainstream]
media says.”
She is outraged by the coverage of the Middle East and
Middle-Eastern women by
mainstream Western media.
“The media’s portrayal is narrow-minded, over-simplified.
It’s humiliating. Unlike what
media think of us, we are not
only victims. We can resist, we
can shape things.” She cites the
attention the Save Sakineh campaign received, compared
to the arrests of more educated, powerful women activists.
And she’s embittered that a woman condemned to death
by stoning for supposed adultery (Sakineh Mohammadi
Ashtiani) received far more international support than
other Iranian women who weren’t as much of an “other.”
She advocates reading books about the region, rather than
watching news, in order to gain nuanced information.
There’s a long tradition of women’s resistance
movements in Iran, and Western media have indeed
highlighted people like Shirin Ebadi (winner of the 2003
Nobel Peace Prize). When I ask Homa how the women’s
rights movement intersects with the Kurdish cause, she
says that while there is a natural sympathy between the
two concerns, it’s a complicated relationship. The differences in customs between Kurds and the Iranian (Farsi)
majority community imply a difference in outlook and
in priorities—for instance, there’s no requirement among
Kurdish women to wear drab-coloured clothes or to veil
themselves. The primary Kurdish concern is the (statesponsored) poverty of the community and cultural erasure,
while the women’s movement focuses on the cessation

of discrimination. Thus, while the two movements do
work together, their objectives and ideals are different.
According to Homa, the historic antagonism between
Kurds and Farsi Iranians has deliberately been promoted
by the Iranian regime—the Kurdish people are both an
ethnic and a religious minority, and the regime highlights
the differences for its own ends. “The ambivalence that
the communities feel towards each other is due to lack
of communication.”
Homa is married to a Farsi man she met in Toronto.
They participated together in a protest against the Iranian
regime and they married a year later. None of her family
was present at her wedding—all are in Iran, and visa
restrictions for travel to the West are severe.
Homa hasn’t seen her home in five years, although
she was able to visit Kurdish Iraq in 2010, where she
met her mother and some cousins. She keeps in touch
with her family primarily through the Internet (which
is spotty at best in Kurdistan).
Homa becomes quiet thinking about her family. “Coming
from a place where extended
family is everything, where I
was loved by so many people, I
arrived at a place where no one
cared about me,” she says wryly.
But she’s quick to make a distinction between the warmth
she feels for her community and her broader feelings
towards Iran, of which she says bluntly: “The people
who run the country are my enemies.” In a way, such
emotions parallel her connection with Canada—she
talks with admiration for Canadian laws that promote
equality. “When Canadians call me ‘spy’ or ‘terrorist,’
then it creates a sense of distance,” she says. “But I
love Canada.”
Homa wasn’t exposed to Canadian writing until she
arrived here, and she talks enthusiastically about discovering authors like Alice Munro and Margaret Atwood.
“Reading The Handmaid’s Tale was more like reading
history than about a dystopian future,” she says, only halfjokingly. Homa’s new novel-in-progress draws directly
on her relationship with her adopted land. It is about a
Kurdish family from Iran that moves to Canada.
As all immigrant writers know, living in the West
and writing about a past homeland is fertile but tricky
territory. “A professor told me I’m blindly fascinated by
the West and I promote their agendas. I thought about
it, and I’m sure I’m not like that. And anyway, it doesn’t
matter. I do what I think is right.” 

“Unlike what media
thinks of us, we are not
only victims. We can resist,
we can shape things.”
—Ava Homa
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On the Edge
BY LYN COCKBURN

FIFTY SHADES OF POO
I wanted it to be a true guilty pleasure, like the time
I ate a whole container of Häagen-Dazs Caramel
Cone Explosion ice cream in one sitting and topped
it off with a Toblerone bar (a small one, of course).
I felt out of sorts for days (that’s a euphemism for
I pooped a lot). Nonetheless, the memory of those
caramel bits nestling nicely on my tongue and then
slithering seductively down my throat stays with
me, making me glad I once dared to dabble in the
excesses of caramel pleasure. It was fun—in an anal
sort of way.
Anyway, that’s what I wanted to feel like—minus
the pooping part—when I read Fifty Shades of Grey
by E.L. James, a book so popular it’s outselling
the Bible.
Always an advocate of the succinct, may I say that I
didn’t. Didn’t feel guilty, didn’t get a hormonal surge,
didn’t have fun.
And, speaking of explosions, Ana, the 21-year-oldvirgin-kissed-but-twice-has-never-masturbatedabout-to-graduate heroine, experiences a lot of them.
From the moment this lovely young thing succumbs
to the charms of 30-ish billionaire businessman
Christian Grey, our Ana explodes in Vesuvian orgasms
and Etnian climaxes. All are recorded in elaborate
detail complete with her OMG reflections on every
last one of them. In this almost bodice-ripper trilogy,
there is, of course, from the very first sent-a-thrill-upmy-arm touch, an air of mystery, a soupçon of menace,
a tablespoon of “Good grief girl, don’t go there” and
a nasty whiff of “This dude is off his meds.”
And so it is. Our Christian is a dominant in need
of a new submissive. He’s had 15 of them previously. He’s—surprise—fabulously handsome as well
as outrageously rich, and in his magnificent abode
he has what he calls a “pain room” complete with
whips, chains, handcuffs and of all the other stuff
the Americans couldn’t find in Iraq.

Because our Ana is besotted with him (awash in
orgasms, as she is) she leaps into various implements
of mass destruction at his bidding and even tries not
to say the “safe” word in order to please him. Christian
wants Ana to sign a contract, one that would allow
him to control every aspect of her life, from the food
she eats to the clothes she wears, as well as one that
would subject her to the kinds of acts that make her
into a sexual plaything for a rich control freak. Any
deviation on her part results in punishment. The
spanking described in the book is a beating, not a
playful occurrence.
Sometimes Ana is frightened of Christian, and so
she should be. She doesn’t need a safe word; the girl
needs a Taser and pepper spray.
But it’s all okay, and fear not and stuff like that,
because Ana is going to cure, fix and save Christian.
He’s had a horribly abusive childhood that has created the monster that lives within him, ever eager to
emerge. He falls in love with her and changes his
ways—sort of—and they get married, of course. The
“sort of ” refers to the fact that while Christian may
be about to donate some of his favourite whips to a
local charity, it is obvious that he has no intention
of giving up his god-given right to dictate to Ana as
though she were a slave. Did I mention that our boy
is over-the-top jealous?
And that’s where the whole Fifty Shades of Grey
phenomenon runs awry. No, it’s not immoral—there’s
nothing wrong with a bit of consensual S& M. Where
the book does a disservice to women is in its endorsement of male dominance—in everything from sex, to
clothes, to food, to needing permission to speak. Not
to mention punishment. Gag me. Well, maybe not.
And so, unlike the Häagan Dazs overdose, Fifty
Shades did not encourage me to have a bowel movement. But it did, on several occasions, make me want
to expectorate. 
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Subscribe now to award-winning Bitch
magazine and receive 20% savings!
“Consistently inventive and always evolving...It’s the
next-best thing to double majoring in Women’s Studies
and Sociology.” —autostraddle.com
“The only print magazine dedicated to feminist critiques
of pop culture, the exuberant, indestructible Bitch enlists
dauntless writers to carry out its mission by combining
serious study and a healthy sense of humor.”
—Utne Reader

Use coupon code HERIZONS1 at bitchmedia.org to order now!
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blog
We’re excited to be able to keep readers
abreast of the latest feminist news and
commentary in between quarterly issues
of the magazine.
The Ms. Blog showcases the sharp writing and
informed opinions of a community of feminist
bloggers from around the nation
and the globe.
So please become part of this exciting new
community—a place where feminism takes
center stage.

www.msmagazine.com/blog

her-059 Fall 2012 v26n2.indd C3

2012-09-18 2:59 PM

cupe.ca/pse

her-059 Fall 2012 v26n2.indd C4

2012-09-18 2:59 PM

