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Abstract
Gender analysis is settling into comfortable middle age in the forty years since the creation of the Royal Commission on the Status of Women. The Royal Commission produced a case study in democratization and social inclusion in spite of the fact that more recent scholarship tends to diminish its achievement as having been limited, and even fatally flawed in terms of its outreach to the full range of women’s diversity. Sources from the archives provide a somewhat different account to the one made familiar by liberal feminists.
In the forty years since the creation of the Royal Commission on the Status of Women (RCSW) gender analysis has established a place for itself in public policy. Gender-sensitive public policy certainly contributes to making a regime women friendly. Gender analysis cannot now be undone regardless of the closure of bodies that sponsor and produce it along with restructurings that may make it appear as if gender equality has already been achieved. Gender analysis exists; it is used broadly and often to good effect. What gender analysis owes to the RCSW remains less clear. 
Elsie McGill, the only self-identified feminist on the Commission, described its work as a further application of the forces of democratization. She anticipated that increased social cohesion would result from the inclusion of women as full participants in the life of the nation. In this presentation I will review some of the historical background that has made it possible for feminists to live and work in Canada and to engage in fertile discussion concerning feminist nationalisms, dissent and sisterhood.
The Committee for the Equality of Women of Canada (CEWC) came together in the spring of 1966 to lobby the federal government to appoint a body of inquiry that would consider how best to advance equality for women. Canada’s hosting of  Man and His World, Expo ’67, placed the country in the international spotlight, yet women had been absent from its planning. The CEWC reacted to the absence of women after a second steering committee appointed by the federal government this one to plan Canada’s contribution to the twentieth anniversary of the adoption of the International Declaration of Human Rights had no women appointees.  If human rights rhetoric was to have legs in Canada, if Canada was to lead in the world, those legs, at least some of them, should be women’s. 

In 1966 through 1968 the print and broadcast media exacerbated public fear concerning women’s demands for equality. Once appointed the RCSW worked conscientiously to win over the media. The tone of much of the commentary that preceded its creation used satire to good effect. Coverage added fuel to the concern that busloads of irate women would descend on the capital to wreak havoc, trapping Members of Parliament in the capital, and causing reasonable men to cower under their beds out of striking range of women’s anger. In order to counter negative press the Commission’s communication strategy authorized only two individuals to speak in the Commission’s name, the Chairman, Mrs. John Bird, and the Executive Secretary, Monique Bégin. Following completion of the public hearings in October 1968, the research phase of the Commission’s activity wound up in order to turn attention fully to the writing of the report. The research phase was very short; many questions could not readily been answered except anecdotally, or incompletely, due to lack of consistent and reliable information.
At the top of the list of legitimate topics of inquiry prescribed in the Commission’s mandate was the “laws and practices under federal jurisdiction concerning the political rights of women.” However, women could not readily be taken into account in law and policy, in part because the forerunner of Statistics Canada, the Dominion Bureau of Statistics, did not routinely keep statistics in ways that could be broken out by gender. For example, almost all women were ineligible to participate in language training provided to allophone immigrants as well as to employment retraining. Their ineligibility in practices was due to the accepted notion that male heads of households were both more deserving of assistance and better qualified than women in terms of their long-term attachment to the labour force. Men in general were presumed to have sole or primary responsibility for the financial well-being of families. Given attitudes like these, data collection was one of the most important hurdles the RCSW faced. Staff and Commissioners began by making paper-and pencil lists: summaries of demographics by region and language, marital and employment status, and religious affiliation as well as lists of how many women were elected and appointed to public office federally and provincially. 
Where then do we situate the work of RCSW in relation to the approach of comfortable middle age? Eight points are pertinent, five concerning its legacy, 2 its representativeness and the last concerning the surveillance of Canadian feminism at the time by the RCMP.
First, the report produced a blueprint for social change that proved to be substantial as well as influential setting a course for reform that has lasted forty years. Second, the Commission recommended the creation of status-of-women machinery that supported reform in the initial period of acceptance of gender analysis.

 Third, the Royal Commission produced a report that became the first text used in a new area of study called Women’s Studies. Women’s Studies took up an interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary approach not to gender studies, not to equity studies, but to the study of women, their aspirations and experiences with a view to the production of new knowledge. It developed innovative methodologies, principally that of feminist analysis. The Report became the primary source on which several generations of feminists cut their teeth. 
Fourth, the Commission touched on a number of topics that needed further study. Gender equity in employment was one such topic. The exclusion of some Aboriginal women from entitlement to continued recognition under the Indian Act, and the inclusion of Inuk and Métis women in the state’s understanding and treatment of indigenous peoples were two others. Reproductive issues would also be studied separately by other government-sponsored bodies later on, as was violence against women. The RCSW’s Report laid important groundwork for continued public inquiry sponsored by the federal government at its highest levels over the next four decades in matters of concern to women.
The next two points address criticisms heard in recent times that the RCSW was unrepresentative, the expression of white upper middle class women’s privilege. Fifth, representativeness in the Commission’s own composition meant regional representation to include a member from each of the main outlying areas, the Maritimes and the West, the appointment of two francophones, and a gender balance comprised of five  women, including the Chair, and two men. Region, language and gender were the most salient determinants of who got appointed. A “youth” representative, a male broadcaster and political scientist under age 40 had been appointed. After he resigned, because he could not abide Mrs. Bird’s leadership, John Humphrey, was a recently retired international human rights advocate replaced him. The Privy Council had considered appointing Eugene Forsey, in response to the criticism that the Commission lacked a representative of labour but he was selected for other duties instead. The composition of the RCSW was the most diverse of any Royal Commission to that time.
Sixth, diversity among the populations that contributed to the Commission included self-identified new immigrants mainly from Britain, Western Europe and Scandinavia, Polish and Ukrainian heritage organizations, and Jewish and Presbyterian women’s groups in addition to presentations from Catholic, Anglican, and United Church women’s groups provided ethnic and religio-cultural perspectives. In addition to submissions from formal women’s groups such as women’s institutes, university women, and social service organizations, professional associations in home economics, teaching, nursing, law, journalism and medicine, addressed the Commission. Other submissions and presentations discussed poverty and capitalist imperialism. Political parties, unions, day care centres and business and professional women’s clubs also added their perspectives to the mix. 
Oral presentations by Aboriginal women from Quebec, Saskatchewan and Alberta, the journalist who spoke as a Black Nova Scotian knowledgeable about inadequate housing and poverty on the Eskasoni Reserve in Nova Scotia and the need for grassroots research, health care professionals who described mental health issues as a leading contributor to poverty and family breakdown, the women journalists who told the Commission to look to court and police records to gather objective, statistical information about the extent and impact of woman abuse, and the young women who wrote and spoke to the Commission about their aspirations for racial equality, work-life balance in family and employment opportunities and ways to live with dignity while raising children on welfare attest to the rich slice of life the Royal Commission on the Status of Women has preserved for us on now fragile acetate tape. Submissions from individual francophone women living in Quebec commented primarily on “la femme au foyer” and the trials that resulted from too many children and not enough money. 
The RCSW prepared a background paper on changes to the law that touched on gender inequities in definitions in the Criminal Code impugned the character of some women as vagrants, nightwalkers, prostitutes and female homosexuals. These examples were mentioned only briefly in the published report but they were discussed internally and the decision made early in the life of the Commission to take a mainstream approach that emphasized quantitative analysis, ultimately erasing explorations of qualitative analysis that several of the Commissioners had wished to have seen included.  Women’s stories were certain to be construed as “personal stories” that would discredit gender analysis as the study of women collectively. These qualitative resources remain to be mined.
Finally, the RCSW is the only Royal Commission to have had the Security and Intelligence Branch of the RCMP take upon itself to investigate a small number of groups that might be regarded as risks to national security. A nationalist-feminist francophone group in Quebec, a socialist youth organization in Ontario, the Congress of Women in Manitoba, chapters of the Voice of Women in Saskatchewan, Alberta and British Columbia were “penetrated” by security officers from local detachments and information sent to Ottawa. The general concern was anti-American, anti-war, pro-communist sentiment in which association with foreign nationals the United States, Vietnam and Korea might lead incite anti-state activity. Possible coalitions between feminists and unionists, leftists, pacifists, and Aboriginals might, the reports implied, detract from the security and stability of the Canadian state, and lead to violence fomented by disgruntled women. The RCSW Report was tabled in the House of Commons a month after the October Crisis when a state of “apprehended insurrection” caused the Prime Minister to involve the War Measures Act actual events made clear. The earlier criticism of gender-based equality seeking had been entirely blown out of proportion. No threat to national security covertly planned by subversive women existed at all.  However, the persistence of that concern in some quarters usefully reminds us of the continuing importance of dissent and sisterhood. Along with women’s equality feminism was feared because of its potential to disrupt the peace, order and good government that remains so close to Canada’s conception of its nationhood, its people and its aspirations for good.
In the 40 years since 1970 the Report of the Royal Commission is no longer read or discussed except as a passing reference to say that ten years after its completion, a third of its recommendations had been implemented in whole, another third in part, and a final third remained undone. The report’s focus on legislative and policy change to remove inequalities set in motion many changes that have gone unremarked subsequently. Among them are the competing principles embedded in the document to treat women the same as men for some purposes and to provide “preferential treatment,”  Commissioner McGill’s term, to ensure equality of outcomes for other purposes. These competing policy directives lie at the heart of the document. The same-but-different paradox expressed there has provided latitude for feminists to argue flexibly about how best to advance equality for women over the years. 
In closing, I want to leave you with the thought that we are all beneficiaries of this historic document; its policy framework and blueprint for reform provides foundation upon which our sisterhood has been built, as such it remains important. The RCSW pointed to the low numbers of women in academia, in public life, in positions of authority even in their own families not to mention wages in the labour force captains of industry and directors of the economy. The single greatest need identified by the Commission was for the flexible  provision of quality childcare nation-wide. How it might be organized, funded and implemented involved the intricacies of fiscal federalism that the Commissioners concluded they had to leave to the policy-makers in the several levels of government. In our capacity as beneficiaries of the Royal Commission I believe we have a duty to carry forward this important work. Doing so will actualize the true legacy of the Royal Commission on the Status of Women in Canada. The solidarity that comes from dissent and sisterhood can certainly contribute further to sustained feminist analyses, gender-sensitive public policy as well as to a woman-friendly democracy.
(As delivered Friday, November 9, 2007)
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