
 

 

“You Appear Silent to People Who Are Deaf to What You Say”: Solidarity, Schisms, and 

Alterity in Immigrant Women’s Political Organizing in Toronto, 1970s-1990s 

 

 

By  

 

 

Julia Elizabeth Aguiar 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the Department of History  

in conformity with the requirements for the 

Degree of Master of Arts 

 

 

Queen’s University 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada 

(June 2022) 

 

 

Copyright © Julia Elizabeth Aguiar 

 



 

  i 

Abstract 

 
 This thesis considers the connections between the increased migration of racialized 

women to Canada and the ascendancy of social movements in Toronto from the 1970s to the 

1990s. In the mid-1970s, there was a surge of grassroots organizations founded by and for 

immigrant women in Toronto. They were established to address the distinct needs and 

experiences of immigrant women where government and preexisting, decidedly hypermasculine, 

ethnocultural organizations did not. This thesis argues that these organizations, and the 

individuals associated with them, were fundamentally political.  

In situating these organizations within the broader progressive political landscape of 

Toronto, this thesis elucidates the ways in which immigrant women’s political organizing 

challenged and transformed dominant social movements. In particular, immigrant women’s 

fraught relationship to the mainstream women’s movement in Toronto is closely examined. I 

argue that immigrant women organized both within and without the Toronto women’s 

movement. In their relationship to the women’s movement, immigrant women contested the 

limited perspective of white feminism by drawing closer attention to class and race. This was 

most evident within immigrant women’s organizing for reproductive freedom. Additionally, 

immigrant women organizer’s relationship to the Canadian state is analyzed as a site of struggle 

which dialectically constrained and sustained their activism. Because immigrant women worked 

in higher numbers than their Canadian counterparts and often in exploitative sectors, labour 

became a central issue within their activism. Through their labour organizing, immigrant women 

forged important alliances with the labour movement. This thesis also attends to the uneven 

racialization of immigrant women which informed their activism. Immigrant women’s activism 

offered alternative perspectives and methods of organizing which did not conform to dominant 
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ones. By taking a relational rather than assimilationist or pluralistic approach to the relationship 

between immigrant women’s organizing and broader social movements, a fuller, more nuanced 

portrait of the intersections between immigration, gender, race, and social movements can 

emerge. 
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Introduction 

 

 Much like their lives and the various subjectivities they occupied, immigrant women’s 

political organizing in Toronto from the 1970s to the 1990s was layered. In tracing its 

beginnings, we might start with the founding of the Immigrant Women’s Centre in 1975. A 

sexual and reproductive health clinic founded by and for immigrant women, it was the first of its 

kind in Ontario. Or we could rewind to 1971 when Pierre Elliott Trudeau first declared Canada a 

multicultural nation “within a bilingual framework.”1 He did so within the context of increased 

migration of people from countries in the Global South to Canada. Though they became staunch 

critics of the liberal platitudes of multiculturalism, immigrant women organizers cleverly 

wielded the increased funding opportunities it created to support their work. Perhaps we could 

find the origins of immigrant women’s organizing in the feminist fervour ablaze throughout 

Toronto in the 1970s. Then again, the beginnings of immigrant women’s organizing in Toronto 

might not be in Toronto at all. Several immigrant women, Chilean women for example, got their 

political start in their home countries and brought that experience with them to Toronto, 

mobilizing it in their work with other immigrant women activists. The fact is that immigrant 

women’s political organizing defies a singular origin. It unfolded amidst the confluence of the 

aforementioned moments as well as others like changes to Canadian immigration policy, 

neoliberalism, and shifts in the Canadian labour market. It emerged collectively, doing grassroots 

work to address the needs of other immigrant women where the Canadian government did not. 

This thesis seeks to explore this work and situate it within the broader political landscape of 

Toronto from the 1970s to the 1990s.  

 
1 Eve Haque, Multiculturalism within a Bilingual Framework: Language, Race, and Belonging in Canada (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2012). 
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The mid-1970s witnessed a proliferation of grassroots immigrant women’s organizations 

focused on labour, immigration policy, language training, violence against women, racism, and 

both physical and mental health, among other issues. Rooted in providing services to improve the 

everyday conditions of immigrant women, as prominent feminist and labour activist Carolyn 

Egan recalled, they “were more than just services, they played an incredible political role.”2 

Further, the political nature of these organizations and the activists within them, operated in the 

context of broader social movements within Toronto.3 These organizations were multiracial and 

serve as an interesting example of the opportunities and challenges of multiracial organizing in 

Canada.4 The foremost contention of this thesis is that the advocacy work of immigrant women 

in Toronto from the 1970s to the 1990s, though unmistakably practical in its commitment to 

improving the everyday lives of immigrant women, was also fundamentally political.  

As signalled by the title, this thesis further argues that solidarity, schisms, and alterity 

were important features of immigrant women’s organizing, which worked to challenge various 

dominant social movements at work in Toronto during this period. Solidarity refers to the links 

 
2 Carolyn Egan, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, March 2022. 
3 See, for example Peter Graham, Radical Ambition: The New Left in Toronto (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2019); 

Shannon Brown, “Molly Wood’s Bush: Settler Colonialism, Queer Activism, and Commemoration in Toronto,” 

Journal of Canadian Studies 54, no. 2 (2020): 290–319; Jeff Bale and Mayo Kawaguchi, “Heritage-Language 

Education Policies, Anti-Racist Activism, and Discontinuity in 1970s and 1980s Toronto,” Critical Inquiry in 

Language Studies 17, no. 1 (2020): 5–25. 
4 Here, I am particularly inspired by writings on multiracial feminism by Becky Thompson, Maxine Baca Zinn, and 

Bonnie Thornton Dill. Multiracial feminism captures the activism of “outsiders within” mainstream feminism. 

Though it refers to women organizing together from different races, in the U.S. predominantly Black, Indigenous, 

Asian, and Latina women alongside anti-racist white women, multiracial feminism transcends mere recognition of 

diversity and difference. Against pluralism, multiracial feminism draws attention to the primacy of race as a power 

system that interacts with other structures of domination that ultimately shape gender. Baca Zinn and Thornton Dill 

assert that multiracial feminism speaks “with many voices, with inconsistencies that are born out of our different 

social locations.” Multiracial feminism challenges and displace normative accounts of feminism, which in upholding 

the second wave model, erase the dynamic and ever-present activism of women of colour and ant-racist white 

feminists, especially lesbian feminists. Thompson further argues that multiracial feminism can be characterized by 

its transnational perspective, its focus on interlocking systems of oppression, and its concentration of coalition 

building. See Becky Thompson, “Multiracial Feminism: Recasting the Chronology of Second Wave Feminism,” 

Feminist Studies 28, no. 2 (2002): 337–60; Maxine Baca Zinn and Bonnie Thornton Dill, “Theorizing Difference 

from Multiracial Feminism,” Feminist Studies 22, no. 2 (1996): 325–26. 
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that immigrant women made with other marginalized women’s groups as well as larger social 

movements like the women’s movement and labour movement. This forged important though 

not always harmonious coalitions. Schisms speaks to the debates that emerged within immigrant 

women’s organizing as well as with broader social movements. In drawing out these schisms, I 

do not seek to be divisive, but rather to highlight the heterogeneity of immigrant women’s 

organizing and the challenges that come with multiracial political organizing. Finally, alterity 

captures the alternative methods, visions, and philosophies that immigrant women’s activism 

offered. Alterity traditionally refers to otherness and the recognition of difference. Philosopher 

Ofelia Schutte argues that alterity “points to an ethics and to ways of knowing far deeper than the 

type of thinking wherein dominant cultural speakers perceive themselves to be at the epistemic 

and moral center of the universe…Cultural alterity demands that the other be heard in her 

difference.”5 This formulation is useful in underscoring the affirmative, positive qualities of 

alterity. Alterity is reflected in immigrant women organizers’ assertions that “the way and forms 

of our struggles will sometimes be different from the ways and forms that Canadian women 

choose.”6 These are by no means the exhaustive characteristics of immigrant women’s 

organizing but they manifest throughout this thesis as important and interrelated themes. 

Overview of Immigrant Women’s Organizations  

 

There were more grassroots immigrant women’s organizations in Toronto than can be 

addressed within the limited scope of this thesis.7 I focus on ones that were especially 

 
5 Ofelia Schutte, “Cultural Alterity: Cross-Cultural Communication and Feminist Theory in North-South Contexts,” 

Hypatia 13, no. 2 (1998): 61. 
6 Untitled presentation to the Citizens' Inquiry into Peace and Security, pg. 6, found in “Speeches and Reports,” 10-

058-S5-F7, box 5, file 15 at the University of Ottawa Women’s Archives (UOWA). 
7 For a more comprehensive list of immigrant women’s organizations in Toronto at the time see Tania Das Gupta, 

Learning from Our History: Community Development by Immigrant Women in Ontario, 1958-1986, a Tool for 

Action (Toronto: Cross Cultural Communication Centre, 1986). 
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foundational. While they took on different focuses, organizations worked in close collaboration 

with one another in a commitment to remove barriers and enact change for immigrant women. 

This is further reflected in the geographic proximity of the organizations which contributed to the 

building of a network of organizations founded by and for immigrant women.8  

Throughout this thesis, I describe these organizations as grassroots. Historian Joan 

Sangster has described grassroots organizing as a commitment to consensus decision making, 

sharing authority, and a “bottom up” approach.9 Writing about grassroots feminist organizing in 

postwar America, Stephanie Gilmore defines grassroots activism as that which is “not 

represented in dominant sites of activism."10 Examining grassroots organizing, then, "challenges 

this way of organizing history and activism that often leaves behind the implication that those 

who are not "here" or not part of "us" in our historical narratives or immediate activist 

consciousness are not relevant or contributory to our movement."11 When I interviewed her, 

scholar and activist Tania Das Gupta said that a grassroots approach fostered a deeply local 

perspective in immigrant women’s organizing. She further described the collective structure of 

organizations like the Cross-Cultural Communication Centre (CCCC) and Women Working with 

Immigrant Women (WWIW) saying “we were paid the same salaries, we had the same benefits, 

and we also had equal decision making power."12 When I refer to grassroots organizations and 

organizing, it is to draw attention to their non-hierarchical structure and their commitment to 

 
8 Several of my narrators reflected on the geographic closeness of immigrant women’s organization and how this 

created a hotbed for activism. See Deena Ladd, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual March 2022; Marcie Ponte, 

Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, February 2022. 
9 Joan Sangster, Demanding Equality: One Hundred Years of Canadian Feminism. (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2021), 

301, 318. 
10 Stephanie Gilmore, Groundswell: Grassroots Feminist Activism in Postwar America (New York: Routledge, 

2012), 4. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Tania Das Gupta, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, May 2022. 
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enact material, measurable changes in the lives of immigrant women as opposed to more 

institutional organizing which set its focus on legislative change.  

When grassroots immigrant women’s organizations began cropping up in the mid-1970s, 

it was in the context of a desire to create spaces by and for immigrant women where none had 

existed. Mainstream service organizations in Toronto like job placement centres and medical 

institutions were inaccessible for immigrant women due to language barriers with staff. 

Moreover, as Winnie Ng writes, “[a] fairly prevalent characteristic among English-speaking 

social workers, ESL teachers, and health professionals who claim to be feminists is a self-

righteous and condescending attitude towards immigrant women.”13 In addition to the 

inaccessibility of mainstream organizations, pre-existing ethnocultural groups also proved 

exclusionary towards immigrant women. These organizations were male dominated and 

“reflect[ed] the concerns and ambitions of men – and not those of women. Their decision making 

processes – through their executives and key committees – are dominated by if not composed 

entirely of men. Women reported that this structure militates against the institution of policies 

and programs aimed at improving the status and participation of women.”14 Further, Roxana Ng, 

the late feminist sociologist and immigrant women activist, highlighted that “women’s 

experiences was often treated essentially as the same as that of men.”15 Immigrant women also 

felt frustration at their political subordination by men. As an unauthored WWIW speech noted: 

“we find within our political organizations that the kind of tasks we are assigned to do are 

discriminatory. Often these tasks involve not too much thinking but lots of work…We are 

 
13 Winnie Ng, “Immigrant Women: The Silent Partners of the Women’s Movement,” Canadian Woman Studies, 

January 1, 1982, 88. 
14 Kasia Seydegart, Beyond Dialogue: Immigrant Women in Canada, 1985-1990 (Ottawa? Erin Research Inc., 

1985), 79. 
15 Roxanna Ng, “A Modest Beginning: My Work on and for Immigrant Women,” Canadian Woman Studies, 

January 1, 1982, 66. 
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speaking about cooking for events, distributing propaganda.”16 The androcentric nature of pre-

existing ethnocultural organizations in Toronto, then, was a contributing factor to the founding of 

organizations dedicated to the distinct needs of immigrant women.  Joan Sangster has recently 

argued that “organizations serving immigrant women often crossed into political advocacy.”17 

This thesis argues that, more than crossing into political advocacy, these organizations and the 

activists associated with them, were unmistakably political. 

Women Working with Immigrant Women (WWIW) was a central fixture of immigrant 

women’s organizing. It was founded in 1974 by a group of non-immigrant women community 

workers who had recently spent time in Brazil.18 The fact that it was established by community 

workers and not immigrant women themselves makes it an anomaly. However, very soon after 

its founding, they were “diplomatically pushed out of the organization by other more racialized 

immigrant women, particularly South American women,” according to Das Gupta.19 Moreover, 

whereas most immigrant women’s organizations were service oriented, WWIW was not. It 

focused instead on education, raising and shifting public consciousness, and lobbying the 

government to make policy changes to address the exploitation of immigrant women.20 Tania 

Das Gupta recalled WWIW’s focus in "the area of migration, class, imperialism, 

neocolonialism….Many of the main activists were coming from experiences of struggle outside 

of Canada whether it's South America, Central America, Portugal, you know, Spain...there was 

 
16 WWIW, “Speeches and Reports,” 10-058-S5-F7, box 5, file 15, UOWA.  
17 Joan Sangster, Demanding Equality: One Hundred Years of Canadian Feminism. (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2021), 

341. 
18 Paula Susana Ferreira Miranda, “Not Ashamed or Afraid: Portuguese Immigrant Women in Toronto’s Cleaning 

Industry, 1950s-1995” (Thesis Ph.D.--York University., 2010), 251. 
19 Tania Das Gupta, Interview with Julia Aguiar. 
20 Though WWIW lobbied the government, I maintain that they were nonetheless a grassroots organization because 

they were never institutionalized, struggled to get government funding, and maintained their non-hierarchical 

structure.  
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that kind of global reach and a connection between the global and the local."21 Progressive in its 

politics, WWIW was deeply rooted in global solidarity. At an all-day meeting of WWIW in 

1982, member Nomi Wall, gave a presentation on how WWIW could best participate in 

solidarity work. She noted that “the work that immigrant women do has two aspects, the 

struggles here and the struggles of our people in our countries of origin.”22 Indeed the 

transnational nature of WWIW could itself constitute a thesis. The connections it made between 

the local and the global and its critique of the nation finds resonance in transnational feminism.23 

WWIW saw its overarching goal as promoting the “self-determination of immigrant women.”24 

Its other objectives included providing “a forum whereby women and agencies working with 

immigrant women exchange ideas, share information, develop a support network and promote 

the development of new skills.”25 Further, it saw as its ongoing activities, “active participation in 

the organized labour movement, solidarity groups, women’s organizations and other community 

groups.”26 It had an umbrella structure with non-governmental immigrant women’s groups as its 

members. There were a variety of committees on labour, health, and education, among others. 

WWIW also had a board of directors. Almost all activists featured in this thesis served on the 

board of WWIW at one point in time which speaks to the broader significance of the 

organization within immigrant women’s political organizing.   

The coordinator was the only paid staff at WWIW. Its first coordinator was Marcie Ponte. 

Ponte was born on the island of Santa Maria in the Azores, an autonomous region of Portugal, 

 
21 Tania Das Gupta, Interview with Julia Aguiar 
22 “Solidarity Work,” in “Constitution,” pg. 38, 10-058-s2-f2, box 2, file 19, UOWA.   
23 See Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan, Scattered Hegemonies: Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist 

Practices (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 13. 
24 “Women Working with Immigrant Women: Constitution,” pg. 47, 10-058-s2-f2, box 2, file 19, UOWA.   
25 “WWIW Newsletter,” 10-058-S6-F19, box 7, file 22, UOWA. 
26 Ibid. 
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and immigrated to Vancouver when she was seven along with her mother and siblings to join her 

father who had been working on the railroads for approximately four years. Before arriving to 

Toronto, Marcie’s family also lived in Kingston. After acting as the coordinator of WWIW, 

Marcie worked as a labour organizer, and in 1999, she became the executive director of the 

Working Women Community Centre, a role that she continues in. Following Ponte’s tenure as 

coordinator until the late 1970s, Maria Teresa Larrain took over. Larrain left Chile for Regina in 

1976 because her husband’s name was put on a list of political dissidents, which under the 

dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet, posed a threat to their lives.27 After separating from her 

husband, Larrain moved to Toronto with her son and worked as coordinator of WWIW until 

1984 when she left to pursue film and television. She currently works as a filmmaker. Salome 

Loucas worked as coordinator of WWIW from 1984 until its closure in the mid 2000s. Loucas 

immigrated to Toronto from Cyprus in 1969 at the age of twenty. Prior to becoming the 

coordinator of WWIW, she worked at Puretex Knitting Company as a cutter. Loucas was very 

involved in the labour disputes at Puretex which is the focus of my third chapter. In addition to 

working at WWIW, Loucas was involved with the Greek Canadian Democratic Organization 

which organized around the invasion of Cyprus by Turkey and the Regime of the Colonels in 

Greece. When I interviewed her, Loucas asserted that she became politically involved “out of 

necessity and not necessarily out of choice.”28 Under Loucas’s leadership, WWIW became 

increasingly involved in the women’s movement. For example, Loucas was seminal in the 

establishment of the Visible Minority and Immigrant Women Committee within the National 

Action Committee on the Status of Women (NAC) in 1986. Moreover, in the late 1980s, WWIW 

 
27 Kate Taylor, “Maria Teresa Larrain, a Director in the Land of the Blind,” The Globe and Mail, June 3, 2017. 
28 Salome Loucas, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, February 2022. 
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expanded its mandate to include refugee and other women of colour.29 Scholars of immigrant 

women’s organizing in Toronto during this period have highlighted WWIW as a vocal, 

formidable voice in immigrant women’s organizing.30 Therefore, WWIW is a major focus of this 

thesis.  

The Immigrant Women’s Centre was founded in Toronto in 1975 by a transnational 

group of immigrant women in response to a lack of sexual and reproductive health resources in 

Ontario for working class immigrant women. Judith Ramirez was one of these founders. Ramirez 

was born in the United States to a family of Italian descent. She was raised bi-culturally and 

bilingually, splitting her time between the United States and Italy. She moved to Toronto to 

complete her M.A. in Philosophy at the University of Guelph. In addition to establishing the 

Immigrant Women’s Centre, Ramirez was also one of the founding members of INTERCEDE 

and Toronto Wages for Housework. The Immigrant Women’s Centre first began serving 

immigrant women mainly from Italy, Spain, Portugal, and China, but soon expanded its reach to 

women from Vietnam and India, as well as countries in Africa, the Caribbean, and the Middle 

East to reflect community needs and changing immigration patterns. It found success as an 

organization by using a culturally specific model and employing a mostly female staff consisting 

of nurses, administrators, sexual health counselors, and physicians from the immigrant 

communities it served. As Judith Ramirez told me: “the concept of the Immigrant Women Center 

from day one was that it was multicultural, multiethnic, multiracial. That had something to do 

with my own political viewpoint which came from the Wages for Housework outlook, which is 

 
29 From “WWIW Meeting Minutes,” 10-058-S1-F29, box 2, file 8, UOWA.  
30 Vijay Agnew, Resisting Discrimination: Women from Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean and the Women’s 

Movement in Canada (Toronto, [ON: University of Toronto Press, 1996); Tania Das Gupta, “Immigrant Women’s 

Activism: The Past Thirty-Five Years,” in Race, Racialization and Antiracism in Canada and Beyond, by Randy 

Enomoto and Genevieve Fuji Johnson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016), 105–16. 



 

  10 

that you put women together instead of isolating them in groups that are then going to continue 

the confinement and marginalization.”31 Given the masculine, predominantly English-speaking 

landscape of medical facilities in Canada during this period, the Immigrant Women’s Centre’s 

effort to employ an all-female, multilingual staff was novel.32 

From its genesis, the Immigrant Women’s Centre was grounded in principles of self-

empowerment and self-education. It conducted teaching seminars that educated immigrant 

women about mammograms, pap tests, and sexually transmitted infections and diseases. In 1981, 

the Immigrant Women’s Centre notably produced the Immigrant Women's Health Handbook: A 

Book By and For Immigrant Women which helped to further disseminate their sexual health 

campaigns.33 Judith Ramirez described the impetus for the handbook saying “we tried to produce 

things that would be clear and not overly complicated. We were dealing with women, some of 

whom’s education level was not very high, but whose needs were quite distinct. We were 

wanting to make sure that we could get through to them and give them basic information.”34 

Additionally, in February of 1984, in partnership with Toronto Public Health, the Centre 

launched a mobile health unit during Birth Control Week.35 They realized that a lot of the 

immigrant women who would benefit from their services, could not visit the Centre in person 

due to long work hours and other time-consuming responsibilities. The mobile health unit 

enabled the Centre to take their services on the road to immigrant women. The bus visited 

 
31 Judith Ramirez, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, February 2022.  
32 Wendy Mitchinson has produced a rich body of work on the history of women’s health in Canada. Her co-edited-

edited book Bodily Subjects: Essays on Gender and Health, 1800-2000 is particularly relevant to discussion about 

the hypermasculinity of healthcare in Canada. See Barbara L. Brookes, Wendy Mitchinson, and Tracy Penny Light, 

Bodily Subjects: Essays on Gender and Health, 1800-2000. (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2016). 
33 Immigrant Women's Health Handbook: A Book By and For Immigrant Women (1981), in “Immigrant Women's 

Health Centre - Annual Reports and Promotional Material,” 10-001-S1-F1203, box 25, file 29, UOWA.  
34 Judith Ramirez, Interview with Julia Aguiar. 
35 “Quick Facts about the Immigrant Women’s Health Centre,” (2011), accessed fall 2021, http://iwhctoronto.com/ 
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locations like garment factories where large numbers of immigrant women worked. During their 

work breaks, women could visit the mobile health unit to access the same services they would at 

the clinic on College Street. Sexual health counsellors would also deliver seminars in several 

languages to groups of women on topics like birth control and general wellbeing. The mobile 

health unit has been recognized as a success and upheld as a model for similar projects. It retired 

in 2019. The Immigrant Women’s Centre changed its name to the Immigrant Women’s Health 

Centre in the early 1980s and currently operates under the IWHC. For the sake of consistency, I 

refer to it as the Immigrant Women’s Centre throughout this thesis. Studying the work of the 

Immigrant Women’s Centre importantly draws out the importance of sexuality in the lives of 

immigrant women who have largely been written about “as though they do not have a 

sexuality.”36 

To only focus on WWIW and the Immigrant Women’s Centre would belie the collective, 

non-hierarchical nature of immigrant women’s organizing. I therefore discuss other 

organizations through the thesis and provide necessary contextual information as they are 

introduced. 

Historiography 

 

 My thesis draws on foundational historiography on postwar migration to Canada as well 

as activism in Toronto, with a focus on the women’s movement. Moreover, because immigrant 

women’s organizing has received marginal attention within the discipline of history, this thesis 

takes an interdisciplinary approach, bringing together history, gender studies, and sociology. 37 

Historians of migration to Canada have highlighted the postwar period as one of significant 
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change to immigration patterns. Relevant changes to Canadian Immigration Policy include the 

introduction of the sponsorship program in the early 1960s, the 1967 points-based system, and 

the Canadian Multiculturalism Act of 1971.38 Together, they facilitated the increased 

immigration of women from Southern Europe, and then, women from countries in the Global 

South to Canada. This indelibly changed the demographic makeup of Canada in general and 

Toronto in particular. Up until the 1950s, largely due to racist immigration legislation, the 

majority of immigrants in Toronto came from the British Isles.39 Moreover, by the early 1980s, 

for the first time, immigrant women outnumbered immigrant men in Canada.40 Immigrants 

flocked to metropolitan cities in Canada and Toronto became defined by its high number of 

racialized immigrants even heralded as the “most multicultural city in the world” by the United 

Nations.41 The class under which a person migrates has significant implications for the services 

they can access. Immigrant women who arrived in Toronto from the 1960s to the 1980s, 

predominantly came under the family class and assisted relative class. Unlike independent class 

immigrants, family class and assisted relative class immigrants were not eligible for government 

subsidized full-time intensive language training because they were assumed to be not entering 

into the labour market, though most did, and without official language training, they were often 

left to fill jobs in factories, cleaning, or domestic work which were exploitative.42 Scholars have 

argued that the family and assisted relative class, which operated within the broader sponsorship 

program, made immigrant women dependent on their sponsor who was often their husband or 
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another family member. As Roxana Ng and Tania Das Gupta have argued, “such policies very 

clearly lead to a woman’s economic dependence on her family, since opportunities for becoming 

independent are curtailed on the basis of immigration status.”43 The difficulties immigrant 

women faced in accessing services to help ease the challenges of migrating to a new country, as 

determined by their immigration class, demonstrates the highly gendered nature of immigration. 

Despite the fact that immigrant women in general and immigrant women of colour, in 

particular, were highly visible throughout the 1960s and 1970s, early immigration historiography 

on the subject was decidedly hypermasculine.44 Historians including Franca Iacovetta, Marlene 

Epp, Karen Flynn, and Nadia Jones-Gailani have challenged the androcentric nature of 

immigration history and have demonstrated the richness of incorporating gender as a category of 

analysis.45 Following the influence of social history and the adoption of a class, gender, and 

race/ethnicity analysis in the 1990s, more nuanced histories of immigrant women have been 

written that importantly problematized the immigrant woman as victim stereotype.46 Efforts to 

assert immigrant women as historical agents in their own right nonetheless underscored the 

systemic barriers that they faced. As Iaccovetta argues, we must continually remain mindful of 

“the dialectical interplay between agency and oppression that has shaped minority women’s 
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lives.”47 Overall, the important interventions feminist historians made and continue to make 

within immigration history has offered a more nuanced understanding of immigrant women. In 

addition to their often-transgressive roles as wives and mothers, or “defiant domestics” to borrow 

from Iacovetta, immigrant women have been recognized as anti-fascists and militant labour 

organizers.48  

 While my thesis draws inspiration from the abovementioned work, it differs in approach. 

Whereas most focus on particular ethno-specific immigrant women’s communities, I focus on 

immigrant women as a category more broadly and its multiracial composition. This presents 

several opportunities as well as significant challenges and limitations. The disadvantage of this 

macro approach to immigrant women’s history is that it risks overlooking the cultural specificity 

of my historical subjects. Quite the opposite of homogenizing immigrant women’s organizing, I 

want to render it in as much of its variety as possible. I am reminded of the words of Maria 

Teresa Larrain, who in her speeches reminded her audience that “[t]rying to speak on behalf of 

all immigrant women would be to deny that differences exist within these groups.”49 In an effort 

to offset this pitfall, where possible, I name the particular ethno-cultural communities that my 

historical subjects identified with. This was easier to determine with the activists that I 

interviewed. It proved more challenging for women whom I only had archival records to rely on 

because ethnicity and race are not always determined by country of birth. My decision to focus 

on immigrant women more broadly rather than one particular group of immigrant women was 

reflective of the organizations that I discuss throughout this thesis. While there certainly existed 
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several organizations that targeted women in particular ethno-cultural communities, I was drawn 

to the plentiful groups that organized under the category of immigrant women and brought 

together different communities for the way that it could provide insight into multiracial 

organizing in Canada which has not received much scholarly attention.50 The decision of these 

organizations to bring together women from different communities was often a practical one – a 

way to reach as many women as possible. However, it also presented opportunities to work 

across difference and raise public consciousness through power in numbers. As Iacovetta has 

noted, comparative studies of immigrant communities can help deepen understandings about 

how the historical conditions of immigrants are determined over time according to factors like 

race and class in addition to gender.51 I seek to do this by tracing the discourses and debates 

surrounding race in immigrant women’s organizing.  

Concurrent to changes to Canadian immigration patterns and shifts in Canadian 

demography was the ascendancy of social movements. This thesis attends to their often-ignored 

linkages by asking: how were the experiences of immigrant women in Toronto shaped by the 

broader political landscape, and in turn, how did immigrant women actively shape the political 

landscape in Toronto during this period? Historians have pointed to the emergence of new left 

activism in Canada in the 1960s.52 As Bryan Palmer argues “Canada as it had been understood to 

exist for centuries, however conflicted, fractured and came apart in the 1960s.”53 Using Toronto 

and immigrant women’s activism as a case study, we can trace the continuation of old and the 
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emergence of new anxieties around Canadian identity in the 1970s onwards. Focusing on 

Toronto, Peter Graham expands new left periodization to 1958-1985. Graham notes that “[i]n 

Toronto the new left sought to change ways of thinking and seeing, in wide-ranging and 

impressive attempts to create a cultural revolution; and in turn various “leftisms” arose that were 

closely associated with oppressed subaltern identities—those of racialized minorities, socialist 

feminists, and gay liberationists in particular, all in subordinate positions to the powerful.”54 This 

leftist landscape included labour activists, lesbian and gay liberationists, anti-imperialists, Black 

power radicals, and socialists, amongst others. As Graham demonstrates, their struggles were 

“shaped by the overall context of a left to which they almost all proclaimed their allegiance.”55 

Immigrant women’s organizing was among the list of progressive activists in Toronto during this 

period and similarly declared its allegiance to concomitant social movements. 

Though immigrant women’s activism was connected to a variety of social movements in 

Toronto, as this thesis explores, its relationship to the women’s movement in Toronto was most 

sustained and most fraught. The question of “should we or should we not choose to work with 

the women’s movement” cut through immigrant women’s organizing.56 In making their 

criticisms, immigrant women often referred to a “mainstream” women’s movement spearheaded 

by white women. As Judith Ramirez observed “there is no question that the mainstream women's 

movement was preoccupied with the way it saw things which was primarily with reference to its 

own base in the population which was by and large white women who were fairly well educated 

who had the social power to speak up on behalf of themselves.”57 It is therefore first important to 
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investigate the meaning of the attendant descriptors “mainstream” and “white feminism” before 

launching into immigrant women’s critiques. In defining the mainstream women’s movement, or 

what is often referred to as hegemonic feminism, in Canada, scholars have narrowed focus on the 

formation of “quasi-governmental organizations such as the Canadian Advisory Council on the 

Status of Women (CACSW).”58 Most notable among these groups was the National Action 

Committee on the Status of Women (NAC) founded in 1972 with a mandate to see the 

implementation of the 167 recommendations made by the Royal Commission on the Status of 

Women. NAC has been regarded as the “formal women’s movement in Canada, the official 

women’s opposition, and the public voice and symbol of feminism in Canada.” 59 NAC stood out 

among feminist organizations across the world for the way that it was simultaneously 

government funded and non-partisan.60 Wendy McKeen argues that mainstream feminism in 

Canada during the 1970s was dominated by a liberal perspective which sought to “modify, but 

not eliminate, the structures of capitalism, patriarchy, and the male-breadwinner/dependent wife 

family model, and that change was best achieved through a process of lobbying government and 

influencing public policy making.”61 The scholarship of sociologist Mary-Jo Nadeau has worked 

to uncover “white feminism in NAC as a founding hegemonic racial formation, mediated 

through class.”62 This builds on Nadeau’s doctoral dissertation which traces the founding of 
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NAC within “white feminist racial hegemony” and the struggles within NAC to become anti-

racist in the late 1980s and early 1990s.63  

The focus on NAC in the scholarship of mainstream feminism in Canada is 

understandable given the wide reach and significance of the organization. However, it is also 

necessary to investigate the mainstream women’s movement outside of NAC. British political 

sociologist Alison Phipps argues that mainstream feminism nurtures a close relationship to 

parliamentary politics, favours institutional reform, and enjoys a significant amount of 

visibility.64 More directly engaging with race, Benita Bunjun adds that mainstream feminism 

“has traditionally been referred to as the dominance of white Western, “north” or “First World” 

assumption about what it means to be a feminist and what women need to be liberated. It is most 

often grounded in Second Wave Liberal feminist paradigms and de-emphasizes race, class and 

other intersecting positionalities.”65 In defining mainstream feminism as hegemonically white, 

middle-class, and liberal, there is a risk in “re-constituting it as such.”66 This in turn threatens to 

erase the dynamic activism of marginalized women and the many contestations they made to the 

mainstream women’s movement. Moreover, whiteness is not a fixed category.67 Several white 

feminists in Canada recognized that “the complexity of feminism and the women’s movement 

means that many histories of the movement need to be told and many analyses put forward.”68 In 
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her analysis of the rise of multiracial feminism in the United States, Becky Thompson argues that 

white anti-racist women played an important role in the formation of multiracial feminism and 

do not fit into the model of so called “second wave” feminism.69 Further, in their critiques of the 

mainstream women’s movement, immigrant women recognized that “the women’s movement in 

Canada is not a homogenous one…all feminists in Canada are not bourgeois feminists.”70 In 

order to reject the reification of the mainstream women’s movement in Canada, I remain mindful 

of its many factions. Despite the fragmented, contested nature of white feminism, it is 

nonetheless important to name it and interrogate it as such.  

Overall, I define mainstream feminism carefully, recognizing that no social movement is 

stable but that this language of the “mainstream” and “white feminists/feminism” importantly 

gave immigrant women a way to talk about the exclusionary nature of feminist organizing during 

this period. Moreover, this is why my approach begins and maintains focus on immigrant 

women’s activism rather than viewing immigrant women’s activism through the perspective of 

the women’s movement. In doing so, I hope to “displace normative white feminist 

foundations.”71 Like Nadeau, I find value in the concept of “contested plurality” which can be 

used the “disengage the normative narratives that have stabilized white women’s movement as 

the original core of Canadian feminism.”72 As much as I am cautious about presenting an 

essentialized notion of mainstream or white feminism, I contend with Mary-Jo Nadeau that it is 

important to name it. The “power of naming” white feminism in Canada means that it can be 
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made visible and displaced as opposed to what Nadeau identifies as a pluralistic approach.73 In 

this pluralistic practice, rather than treating white feminism as a category of analysis, the “voices 

within conventional white feminist frameworks” get expanded.74 Nadeau argues that even in 

their attempts to acknowledge the complexity of Canadian feminism and the contributions of 

women of colour, white feminist narratives, particularly white socialist feminist accounts 

“largely fail to account for the racial-national and colonial hierarchies or make these central to its 

analysis.”75 Again, there is a tendency to “add more women of colour in existing accounts, rather 

than analyse white feminist frameworks as exclusionary and normative.”76 I hope that my 

analysis strikes a balance between recognizing the alternative and relational ways that immigrant 

women organized alongside, though never fully within, the mainstream women’s movement 

while also highlighting the hegemonic nature of white feminism. This comes forward most 

explicitly in my final chapter on immigrant women’s challenges to normative reproductive 

activism.  

While the broader women’s movement acted as an important backdrop to the political 

mobilization of immigrant women, as Becky Thompson argues in the case of women of colour 

activists in the United States in the early 1970s, immigrant women’s activism did not emerge 

purely in reaction, or as some “later variant,” to the mainstream women’s movement in 

Toronto.77 Rather, the emergence of their organizing came from the autonomous political 

fomentation of immigrant women, influenced but distinct from feminist activism. Indeed, 

immigrant women had a thorny relationship to the mainstream women’s movement. While some 
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opted not to work with it, several activists recognized that the ascendency of the women’s 

movement in Toronto in the 1970s provided an important context for immigrant women to 

analyze their own lives and mobilize. As Marcie Ponte reflected: “we were watching at the 

time...the women’s movement starting to evolve...but immigrant women, we were on the 

sidelines, and it was really important for us to have our own voice. And it was pretty dynamic.”78 

There was a recognition, as Roxana Ng observed, that the women’s movement “did create a 

general climate for women to come together and share their experiences and concerns.”79 

Though, the mainstream women’s movement in Toronto was decidedly limited and exclusionary 

in its perspective. Immigrant women were frustrated that the women’s movement focused on 

sexism in isolation. According to scholar Vijay Agnew, “the two slogans at the ideological core 

of the women’s movement, ‘Sisterhood’ and ‘The Personal is Political’ failed to address the 

barriers of social stratification based on class and race.”80 In addition to failing to address race in 

their analysis, there were other blind spots in the mainstream women’s movement. As immigrant 

women organizer Roxanne Kalimootoo told Alma Estable in an interview on the relationship 

between immigrant women and the women’s movement that was published in Breaking the 

Silence in 1986: “immigrant women have other areas of responsibility, and other concerns not 

shared by mainstream Canadian women – for example, the preservation and transmission of a 

culture and language. We see things in a more global perspective, not within a western Canadian 

perspective. And so we want to change things more…and more deeply, than mainstream 
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women.”81 In conversation with Himani Bannerji, Nila Gupta, Prabha Khosla, and Makeda 

Silvera for the feminist quarterly Fireweed, writer and activist Dionne Brand further spoke to the 

limitations of the mainstream women’s movement arguing that “they don’t fight patriarchy. In 

fact, they are fighting for a piece of the stuff, a piece of the action.”82 Indeed, as this thesis 

explores, much of immigrant women’s organizing demanded a new social order. As WWIW 

stated in a presentation to the Citizens’ Inquiry into Peace and Security: “[w]e know that we are 

not going to achieve our liberation within the frame of capitalist society, but we also know that 

socialism by itself won’t liberate us.”83 In critiquing the status quo, immigrant women’s activism 

acted as a counter-hegemonic force, as Das Gupta has argued.84 Further, immigrant women 

refused accusations that they were “silent partners” of the women’s movement, as if they were 

somehow less committed to women’s liberation by demanding a perspective that went beyond 

sexism. As Himani Bannerji noted in the same conversation from which I quoted Dionne Brand, 

“[t]hey are always saying that immigrant women are silent….I don’t think that immigrant 

women are silent. You appear silent to people who are deaf to what you say.”85 Further, in 
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politically mobilizing, immigrant women disrupted commonly held stereotypes of immigrant as 

apolitical and backwards.86  

Moreover, their organizing took on alternative tactics that did not fit within the model 

held by mainstream women’s organizing. Winnie Ng described meetings held by larger 

organizations within the women’s movement as “highly structured and formal, with rules that 

lead to the intimidation and exclusion of immigrant women. Meetings are usually held in the 

evenings or on weekends when many immigrant women are either too exhausted or too busy to 

participate. In addition, translations are almost never available, making it pointless for non-

English speakers to attend.”87 Roxanne Kalimootoo further spoke to differences in how meetings 

were facilitated noting that “in the immigrant and minority groups I’m involved in, we’re used to 

having many conversations going on at the same time, to calling out to someone across the room. 

You carry on the meetings in a different way, you interrupt each other, you go around things, you 

talk about things that aren’t on the agenda…The mainstream women’s movement does not have 

enough fun for many of us to be really involved. There’s no music, no food. In an immigrant 

group, you get food. In a mainstream meeting, you get coffee!”88 These reflections by immigrant 

women about their relationship to the mainstream women’s movement speak to their alternative 

perspectives and methods that did not fit with those of the broader women’s movement in 

Toronto.  

While this thesis seeks to examine the complicated relationship between immigrant 

women’s organizing and the women’s movement in Toronto, this is not a comparative study. A 
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comparative approach would belie the linkages of immigrant women’s organizing to other social 

movements and its wide-reaching nature. Moreover, immigrant women’s activism cannot be 

assimilated into or made legible by the Toronto women’s movement. Instead, it is important to 

situate immigrant women’s activism in the progressive political landscape of Toronto more 

broadly, which included but was not limited to the women’s movement. There are chapters in 

this thesis that reference the women’s movement and ones that do not. That is because, I argue, 

immigrant women organized both within and without the mainstream women’s movement. 

Tracing the history of immigrant women’s organizing in Toronto from the 1970s to the 1990s 

leads us to the labour movement, to anti-nuclear activism, among other struggles, in addition to 

the mainstream women’s movement.  

Scholarship on immigrant women’s organizing has for the most part been spearheaded 

immigrant women activist themselves who went on to become scholars. They include Tania Das 

Gupta, the late Roxanna Ng, Vijay Agnew, and Himani Bannerji. Because they straddle the 

worlds of both academia and activism, I cite them in these two contexts. As I noted, immigrant 

women’s organizing during this period has received less attention in history than in other 

disciplines.89 This thesis seeks to build on the interdisciplinary scholarship of the aforementioned 

list of scholars who have drawn critical attention to immigrant women’s political organizing in 

Canada from the 1960s to the 1990s.90 I am indebted to them for their pathbreaking work. 
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Sources   

 The archival record of immigrant women’s activism in Toronto from this period is 

abundant for those who look for it. I draw on the organizational records of groups like WWIW 

and the Immigrant Women’s Centre which are housed at the University of Ottawa’s Women’s 

Archives. These fonds include meeting minutes, correspondences, position papers, speeches, 

reports, financial statements, and other organizational ephemera. I also used Rise Up! Feminist 

Digital Archive, an online archive that documents feminist activism in Canada from the 1970s to 

the 1990s, to find writings about immigrant women and immigrant women’s activism in feminist 

publications like Breaking the Silence, Fireweed, and Broadside. Articles from the Toronto Star 

and the Globe and Mail are also used and offer important insight into how the Toronto public 

and mainstream press received immigrant women’s political organization.  

Following Foucault, even though the primary sources I use are non-governmental, they 

survive in the archives “only from [a] clash with power.”91 With this in mind, I asked myself 

why the sources I was working with made it into the archives and which ones had not. What 

perspectives do they favour? Which ones do they erase? Dominique Daniel has written about 

archival representations of immigration and ethnicity in Canada and the United States and 

affirms that “the existence of a document, its inscription into the archives and its location in 

relation to other documents all result from human choices influenced by specific political, 

economic, social or ideological contexts.”92 He also notes that it has led to a hyper focus on 

European immigrants which has been historiographically reproduced.93 In an effort to capture a 

 
91 Michel Foucault, “Lives of Infamous Men,” in The Essential Foucault, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: New Press, 

2003), 284. 
92 Dominique Daniel, “Archival Representations of Immigration and Ethnicity in North American History: From the 

Ethnicization of Archives to the Archivization of Ethnicity,” Archival Science 14, no. 2 (2013): 187 
93 Daniel, "Archival Representations of Immigration and Ethnicity in North American History,"177. 
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wider range of perspectives and experiences of immigrant women’s organizing, I turned to oral 

history. 

Oral History 

 

 Oral history often gets posited as a way to fill in archival gaps. My use of oral history 

interviews did not presume to fill in gaps because no thesis can capture the complete and 

complex history of immigrant women’s activism in Toronto from the 1970s to the 1990s. 

Further, as discussed, studying immigrant women’s organizing and its relationship to the broader 

women’s movement is not intended to fill in a missing piece in a complete story of so-called 

“second wave” feminism in Toronto. As Michel Rolph-Trouillot argued in Silencing the Past: 

Power and the Production of History, absence and silence are constitutive in the production of 

history.94 Claiming to fill in gaps obscures the gaps that I am creating in doing the necessary but 

vexing work of a historian in selecting sources, constructing an argument, and ultimately, 

creating a narrative. Despite the imperfect, partial work of history, I was committed to producing 

a thesis that centred immigrant women activists and captured their organizing in as much of its 

variety as possible. Following many other historians of immigrants and social movements, oral 

history offered a way forward.95  

I conducted eight interviews with immigrant women organizers who were active in 

Toronto from the 1970s to the 1990s. I selected women who worked in the organizations at the 

heart of this thesis. I was initially connected to them through my work as an archival assistant at 

the Rise Up! Feminist Digital Archive in summer 2021. I also used a snowball method which 

included asking narrators who they believed I should interview. This thesis also works with pre-

 
94 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 2015). 
95 For a discussion on of oral history as a popular device used by historians of immigration see Franca Iacovetta, 

“Manly Militants, Cohesive Communities, and Defiant Domestics: Writing about Immigrants in Canadian Historical 

Scholarship,” Labour (Halifax) 36, no. 36 (1995): 226–27. 
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existing interviews done through the Rise Up! Feminist Digital Archive oral history project, 

“Women Unite,” as well as interviews from the “Second Wave Feminism Oral History” project 

conducted by Bronwyn Bragg from 2007-2010. Doing my own interviews as well as using pre-

existing ones ensured that I got a wider variety of perspectives. Drawing on pre-existing 

interviews augmented my own which are limited due to the time constraints of a master’s thesis. 

I conducted all eight interviews via Zoom as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

My oral history methodology is firmly rooted in feminist praxis. Feminist oral history 

emerged in the 1970s with an “embeddedness” in the broader women’s movement.96 It offered 

feminist scholars a tool to “recover women from and for” a past from which women had been 

excluded.97 As an approach, feminist oral history does not necessitate that narrators identify as 

feminists.98 Oral historian Lynn Abrams argues that “oral history [becomes] a ‘feminist 

encounter’ with the potential to liberate women’s voices and experiences from patriarchal 

structures, histories and language.”99 This was important in interviewing immigrant women 

because some did not identify as feminists. As Judith Ramirez said of the counsellors at the 

Immigrant Women’s Centre: “whether they would actually use those kinds of (feminist) labels to 

me is secondary to the fact that what they were actually doing was very clearly to the benefit of 

the women in their communities.”100 Beyond historical recovery, oral history offers a “women-

centred approach that not only gives women space to speak but which acknowledges what they 

 
96 Sherna Berger Gluck, “Has Feminist Oral History Lost Its Radical/Subversive Edge?,” Oral History (Colchester) 

39, no. 2 (2011): 64. 
97 Gluck, “Has Feminist Oral History," 66. 
98 Katherine Borland, “‘That’s Not What I Said’: Interpretive Conflict in Oral Narrative Research,” in Women’s 

Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History, ed. Sherna Berger Gluck (New York: Routledge, 1991), 64. 
99 Lynn Abrams, “Heroes of Their Own Life Stories: Narrating the Female Self in the Feminist Age,” Cultural and 

Social History 16, no. 2 (2019): 205. 
100 Judith Ramirez, Interview with Julia Aguiar. 
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have to say in their own terms.”101 Oral history not only offered a way for me to centre the 

voices of immigrant women activists, but it also provided insight into how this organizing is 

remembered both personally as well as in the broader political landscape of Toronto decades 

later.  

Early theorists of feminist oral history also insisted that oral history had to transcend the 

insularity of the academy. As Linda Shopes notes, feminist practices of oral history strive to 

extrapolate “the dialogue that occurs within the interview outward into the public arena, using it 

as the basis for broader civic conversations about contemporary concerns across what can be 

multiple lines of difference.”102 With these teachings in mind, and with permission from the 

narrators, I decided to donate the interviews I conducted for my thesis to both the University of 

Ottawa Canadian Women’s Movement Archives and Rise Up! Feminist Digital Archive with the 

hope that this history might reach a broader audience. The former is a well-funded institutional 

archive which will ensure the lasting preservation of the interviews. The digital nature of Rise 

Up! means that it can be accessed by junior scholars who lack funding for archival research trips 

as well as the wider public. As a member of the Rise Up! Collective, I am committed to the 

Archive’s goal to ensure that the history of feminist activism in Canada from the 1970s to the 

1990s is preserved in a way that captures its heterogeneity while recognizing that this work is 

necessarily partial and always done with a political consciousness.  

Sharing authority and intersubjectivity emerged as two key insights in my reading of 

feminist oral history theory which informed both how I conducted the oral history interviews and 

how I use them, along with other interviews done by different practitioners, throughout my 

 
101 Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory, Second edition. (New York, N.Y: Routledge, 2016), 72. 
102 Linda Shopes, “‘Insights and Oversights’: Reflections on the Documentary Tradition and the Theoretical Turn in 

Oral History,” The Oral History Review 41, no. 2 (2014): 265–66. 
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thesis. Firstly, sharing authority elucidates the operation of power between interviewer and 

narrator. Historian Michael Frisch, who first articulated the concept of shared authority, draws 

attention to the processual and dialogic nature of the oral history interview and argues that the 

oral history interview works best when the researcher relinquishes their desire for authority and 

control. Lynn Abrams defines intersubjectivity as “the relationship between the interviewee and 

the interviewer or, in other words, the interpersonal dynamics of the interview situation and the 

process by which the participants cooperate to create a shared narrative.”103 Shared authority and 

intersubjectivity never fully resolves the question “who is the author of an oral history?”104 

In striving to share authority with my narrators, I had to navigate issues of education, age, 

and race/ethnicity. As a graduate student, I possess a certain amount of “scholarly authority” 

which created an imbalance of power with my mostly non-academic narrators.105 As an 

interviewer, I tried to follow the subjects and events that narrators were interested in discussing 

rather than forcefully imposing my research questions. I found that this approach made for a 

more relaxed, conversational tone and sparked new questions. My relatively young age and the 

fact that I was not alive when this activism occurred meant that I lacked the “experiential 

authority” of my narrators.106 Several of my narrators said they were eager to participate in the 

oral history component of my thesis because they wanted to pass down this important history to 

the next generation. Moreover, as a white woman, interviewing women of colour raised 

 
103 Abrams, Oral History Theory, 54. 
104 Michael Frisch, “Sharing Authority: Oral History and the Collaborative Process,” Oral History Review 30, 1 

(January 2003): 113. 
105 It should be noted that one of my narrators is a professor and several have graduate degrees. For the most part, 

though, my narrators came from working class backgrounds.  
106 I was 24/25 when I completed the interviews. Stacey Zembrzycki, According to Baba: A Collaborative Oral 

History of Sudbury’s Ukrainian Community, Shared : Oral and Public History (Vancouver, British Columbia: UBC 

Press, 2014), 7, 39. 
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significant ethical issues.107 Questions of sharing authority often dovetail into those of 

insider/outsider status. I felt it important to be forthcoming with narrators that I am half-

Portuguese so as to not obscure my ethnic background and to be reflexive about what led me to 

study this subject. The fact that I was born in Canada means that, while I was raised within 

Portuguese culture, there are serious limitations to my knowledge and that I am afforded the 

privileges that come with being born in Canada and fitting into ideals of Canadian citizenship. 

Ultimately, being half Portuguese gave me a certain kind of intimacy with my narrator who 

immigrated from the Azores as my family had. Sharing my own memories and stories sparked 

ones from her that she might otherwise not have shared. I also noticed that I similarly bonded 

with narrators from Southern Europe over cultural similarities. Finally, I observed that in our 

conversations, narrators would make a point of highlighting Portuguese women activists which 

can be interpreted as a limitation. Though these power imbalances are important to highlight, on 

the whole, there was a sense of connection with my narrators in our shared gender and political 

perspective as well as commitment to preserving the history of immigrant women’s activism. 

Moreover, I found guidance in Joan Sangster’s advice for researchers to approach questions of 

sharing authority and power with a type of “feminist awareness” that grapples with the 

impossibility “to create an ideal feminist methodology which negates power differences.”108  

In addition to providing important contextual information and reflections for this thesis, 

narrators were also co-creators in the production of knowledge and analysis within this thesis. 

 
107 J. Maki Motapanyane, “Insider/Outsider: A Feminist Introspective on Epistemology and Transnational 

Research,” Atlantis (Wolfville) 34, no. 2 (2010): 96–103; Hillary Hiner, “Putting the Archive in Movement: 

Testimonies, Feminism, and Female Torture Survivors in Chile,” in Beyond Women’s Words, ed. Franca Iacovetta, 

Katrina Srigley, and Stacey Zembrzycki (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2018); Sanchia deSouza and Jyothsna Latha 

Belliappa, “The Positionality of Narrators and Interviewers,” in Beyond Women’s Words : Feminisms and the 

Practices of Oral History in the Twenty-First Century., ed. Katrina Srigley, Stacey Zembrzycki, and Franca 

Iacovetta (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2018). 
108 Joan Sangster, “Telling Our Stories: Feminist Debates and the Use of Oral History,” Women’s History Review 3, 

no. 1 (1994): 12. 
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Our conversations actively changed my research questions as well as the thematic focus of this 

thesis. For this, I take inspiration from Pedagogy of the Oppressed written by Brazilian 

philosopher Paulo Freire about his experience as an educator and political exile. Freire was 

referenced numerous times by my narrators in our interviews and in the archival record of 

immigrant women’s activism as an influential thinker, so it is only fitting that I apply a Freirean 

methodology. Freire argued that “the investigators and the people (who would normally be 

considered objects of that investigation) should act as co-investigators.”109 Extrapolated to oral 

history, the interviewer and the narrator (typically thought of as the object of study) become co-

investigators in recalling the past and in producing historical knowledge. I also practiced sharing 

authority with my narrators in the writing of this thesis.110 Overall, conducting interviews with 

immigrant women activists was a sustaining part of the research process. It also kept me 

accountable as a researcher. Bearing witness to the dynamism of immigrant women’s organizing 

in the archives and over Zoom interviews has made this a highly enjoyable, politically engaging 

project.  

Positionality 

 Feminist practices of a “politics of location” aim to grapple with questions of power and 

privilege.111 As I discussed, I am half Portuguese, more specifically Azorean, through my father 

who immigrated to Montreal with his family in 1972 by way of Bermuda. My family history of 

multi-site migration has always informed my interests as a historian. Moreover, my life has been 

 
109 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. Myra Ramos (New York: Continuum, 2005), 106. 
110 Here, I am particularly inspired by Nadia Jones-Gailani who models reflexivity in deciding how to incorporate 

the testimonies of her narrators into her book. See Nadia Jones-Gailani, Transnational Identity and Memory Making 

in the Lives of Iraqi Women in Diaspora, Studies in Gender and History (Toronto, Ontario: University of Toronto 

Press, 2020). 
111 Adrienne Rich, “Notes Toward A Politics of Location,” in Feminist Postcolonial Theory: A Reader, ed. Reina 

Lewis and Sara Mills (Edinburgh: University Press, 2003), 29–42. 
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touched by a lot of resilient Portuguese women. The passive way with which immigrant women 

have been depicted were always incongruous with what I knew of the many immigrant women in 

my life. Though I might come from an immigrant background, I myself am not an immigrant 

woman which presents significant limitations. Moreover, the experiential lens through which I 

viewed immigrantness for a long time was through Portuguese/Azorean culture. Also, through 

the perspective of a second generation Canadian. Studying migration history has made me realize 

that the category of immigrant is not neutral nor is it universal – something I continually probe at 

throughout this thesis. I also recognize that my family significantly benefitted from Canadian 

multiculturalism. In one generation, we went from working class to middle class. Canadian 

citizenship, both in its legal meaning and its associations with national belonging, was available 

for the Aguiars in a way that it was not for many others. Another positionality that I occupy as 

the author of this thesis is that I do not consider myself an activist. I became very politicized in 

high school, and growing up in Ottawa, I had access to progressive political circles and events. I 

have participated in protests, marches, letter-writing, and other political initiatives, though not in 

any leadership role or in any organizational capacity. Being aware and reflexive about my 

positionalities, I did my best to navigate this research in an ethical way, while recognizing that 

power imbalances and structural injustices cannot be resolved through interpersonal relationships 

developed through oral history or a graduate thesis more generally.    

Chapter Overview 

 

The first chapter of this thesis analyzes “immigrant women” as a highly racialized 

category. I consider the debates in the mid-1980s surrounding racially ambiguous immigrant 

women from Southern Europe as well as some Latin American countries and immigrant women 

from countries in the Global South who argued that the category of immigrant women did not 
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address their experiences with racism. In tracing the ways that the categorization of immigrant 

women was contested and refashioned, I argue that as a categorization, it was subject to a 

process of uneven racialization. In delineating processes of racialization, I draw on anti-racist 

approaches which seek to account for whiteness within racialization. This provides insight into 

the uneasy place with which racially ambiguous women existed in proximity to whiteness. Frantz 

Fanon’s writings on epidermalization provide a framework for grappling with the racism that 

immigrant women of colour face. Ultimately, race influenced how immigrant women organizers 

conducted their activism.   

The second chapter of this thesis examines the relationship between immigrant women’s 

organizing and the Canadian State. I outline how government funding and government-initiated 

reports on immigrant women placed immigrant women’s organizing in a dependent relationship 

to the Canadian government. The first national conference on immigrant women in 1981 under a 

Trudeau Liberal government and the second conference in 1986 under a Mulroney Conservative 

government serve as contrasting case studies in how the Canadian state wedged itself into 

immigrant women’s organizing. I also discuss the formation of the National Organization of 

Immigrant and Visible Minority Women (NOIVMW), which came out of the 1986 second 

national conference, and highlight broader tensions between more grassroots methods of 

organizing, which predominated immigrant women’s activism, and more mainstream, 

institutional approaches to immigrant women’s organizing. Ultimately, I argue that the Canadian 

state became an important site of struggle within immigrant women’s activism, both constraining 

it and sustaining it. Though the Canadian government made attempts to define and subdue 

immigrant women’s progressive political organizing, they were not entirely successful because 
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they did not have the full consensus of a group of politically diverse, and sometimes divided, 

people.  

Chapter three situates immigrant women’s labour activism within the context of global 

deindustrialization. I focus on the labour disputes at Puretex Knitting Company throughout the 

1970s. Puretex is significant because its workforce was dominated by immigrant women. From 

the fight for unionization against an anti-union management to protesting the non-consensual 

installation of nine cameras pointed throughout the factory floor to last ditch efforts to save the 

factory from closing, immigrant women workers became increasingly politicized. I argue that the 

labour disputes at Puretex transformed immigrant women workers into militant labour 

organizers. I also argue that important networks were formed with the labour movement and the 

women’s movement which continued into the 1980s and 1990s. Finally, this chapter ends in the 

1990s where I highlight the movement of immigrant women’s garment work from the factory to 

the home. This gave rise to new exploitative working conditions which immigrant women 

activists had to respond to. By examining immigrant women’s organizers responses to the 

decimation of deindustrialization, this chapter broadens the scope of deindustrialization studies, 

drawing critical attention to the impact it had on immigrant communities.  

The fourth and final chapter of this thesis traces the development of a politics of 

reproductive freedom within immigrant women’s organizing and the important impact that this 

had on dominant reproductive activism in the mainstream women’s movement. Whereas 

mainstream feminists had a narrow view of reproductive rights which overemphasized abortions, 

immigrant women demanded a new social order which called for an end to sterilization, better 

access to social services including daycare for immigrant women, and the right to motherhood. 

This chapter argues that in marshalling a politics of reproductive free, immigrant women actively 
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challenged and transformed dominant reproductive activism in Toronto. I begin by focusing on 

the Immigrant Women’s Centre’s decision not to participate in a coalition and demonstration for 

abortion rights organized by mainstream feminists. This fostered important solidarity with other 

marginalized women’s groups including Wages Due Lesbians. I then turn to the founding of the 

Ontario Coalition for Abortion Clinics (OCAC), which was a strong voice in the fight to repeal 

the federal abortion law, and their adoption of a reproductive freedom analysis. Finally, the 

attempts to recriminalize abortion through Bill C-43 in 1990 was an important moment in 

galvanizing immigrant women’s reproductive freedom perspective.  

Immigrant women’s dynamic organizing, which was both practical and political, made 

important challenges to dominant social movements in Toronto from the 1970s to the 1990s. 

Examining this work also has the potential to challenge our collective memory and the historical 

record of this activism which too often excludes historical actors like immigrant women.  
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Chapter 1:  

Interrogating the Categorization of Immigrant Women 

 

The category of immigrant women was taken up, tossed aside, and refashioned 

throughout immigrant women’s activism. Organizers grappled with it as a legal designation 

created by the government, as a social construction, and as a category with a political utility. 

Most central to these debates was race which I briefly outline here. I want to consider what is at 

stake in using the category of immigrant women to reference a heterogeneous group of people. 

What does it open up? What does it foreclose? As a category, “immigrant woman” is 

paradoxically general and specific, constraining and productive, disciplinary and liberatory. 

These contradictions are evident in the way that the category disavows specificity and people’s 

particular experiences, and yet, it does represent the collective formation of people linked by 

gender and experiences of migration. I argue that “immigrant woman” is a historically contingent 

category which is subject to an uneven process of racialization.  

The designation of “immigrant woman” claims to reference a person’s legal status and 

gender. And yet, it takes on salient connotations which constitute a “visible social category.”1 Ng 

argues that commonplace understandings of immigrant women during this period conjure “the 

image of a woman who is visibly different (that is, from a different ethnic or cultural 

background); who cannot speak English properly; who does not behave properly in public 

situations; and who occupies a certain position in the occupational hierarchy (for example, a 

cleaning-lady or a sewing machine operator in a sweat-shop.”2 Agnew further theorizes the 

socially constructed nature of the categorization of immigrant women noting that “it has been 

 
1 Roberta Hamilton, Michèle Barrett, and Roxana Ng, eds., “The Social Construction of ‘Immigrant Women’ in 

Canada,” in The Politics of Diversity: Feminism, Marxism and Nationalism (London: Verso Books, 1986), 269. 
2 Ibid. 
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used selectively to refer to some immigrants and not others.”3 Agnew highlights that in 

particular, British and American immigrants to Canada have been excluded from the category.4 

This is true of immigrant women’s organizing during this period, which on the whole, did not 

include British or American women. The uneven and highly racialized application of “immigrant 

woman” demonstrates “the enduring symbolic attachment of citizenship to whiteness,” in 

Canada as Sunera Thobani delineates. As Ng argued, “women who are white, educated, and 

English-speaking are rarely considered to be immigrant women.”5 Ng drew further attention to 

the socially constructed nature of the categorization of “immigrant woman” noting that “when 

we call someone an “immigrant woman” we are in fact naming a process whereby this individual 

comes to be identified as an immigrant woman.”6 Sunera Thobani draws out the implications of 

this in how the categorization of immigrant women “relates to, serves to define, and, hence, 

concretizes its opposite -- the category Canadian/citizen.”7 In Exalted Subjects: Studies in the 

Making of Race and Nation in Canada, Thobani further demonstrates that the figure of the 

“national subject” gets elevated, embodies national belonging, and demarcates Indigenous 

peoples, immigrants, refugees, and other people of colour as outsiders to the nation.8 Further, in 

her 2011 M.A. thesis, Bronwyn Bragg notes that “'immigrant' has come to be always already 

 
3 Agnew, Resisting Discrimination, 108. 
4 Sunera Thobani, Exalted Subjects: Studies in the Making of Race and Nation in Canada (Toronto, Ont: University 

of Toronto Press, 2007), 100. 
5 Roxana Ng, The Politics of Community Services Immigrant Women, Class and the State, 2nd ed. (Halifax, Nova 

Scotia: Fernwood Pub., 1996), 17. 
6 My emphasis. See Ng, The Politics of Community Services, 17. 
7 Sunera Thobani, “Nationalizing Canadians: Bordering Immigrant Women in the Late Twentieth Century,” 

Canadian Journal of Women and the Law 12, no. 2 (2000): 283. See also Sunera Thobani, “Nationalizing Citizens, 

Bordering Immigrant Women: Globalization and the Racialization of Citizenship in Late 20th Century Canada” 

(PhD Dissertation, Simon Fraser University, 1998), 88. 
8 Thobani, Exalted Subjects. 
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imagined as a woman of colour.”9 The conflation of immigrant women and women of colour, 

though it certainly existed, became problematized by immigrant women activists.  

Despite the socially constructed nature of categories like immigrant women, they carry 

with them material implications. In immigrant women’s organizing, the gradation of privilege 

according to how a person was racialized became particularly contested. Raminder Dosanjh was 

a founding member of the Indian Mahila Association of Vancouver and a British Columbia 

representative for the National Organization of Immigrant and Visible Minority Women 

(NOIVMW). She noted in her reflections on the debates surrounding the second national 

immigrant women’s conference that "[t]here are some immigrant communities where language is 

a barrier but colour is not. There's others [where], for them, racism is a big thing.”10 By the mid-

1980s, immigrant women’s organizing became bifurcated. Several immigrant women of colour 

felt there should be a distinction between themselves and Southern European as well as some 

Latin American immigrant women who were more racially ambiguous. Immigrant women from 

countries in the Global South highlighted that “out in the streets, we are immediately 

recognizable, our physical presence immediately visible…we remain marginal to the society and 

its culture at large.”11 The conversations surrounding the need to address the racial stratification 

of immigrant women led to the formation of “visible minority” as a category to distinguish 

immigrant women of colour.  

 
9 Bragg, “Deconstructing ‘Hegemonic Feminism’: The Emergence of ‘Second Wave’ Feminism in Canada (1965-

1975),” 28. 
10 Raminder Dosanjh, Interview with Bronwyn Bragg, “Second Wave Feminism Oral History Collection,” 10-106-

S2-F4-I1, Second Wave Oral History Project, UOWA. 
11 Carmencita R. Hernandez, “The Coalition of Visible Minority Women,” in Social Movements/Social Change: The 

Politics and Practice of Organizing, ed. Frank Cunningham et al., Socialist Studies = Études Socialistes 4 (Toronto: 

Between the Lines, 1988), 159. 
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The categorization of visible minority soon came under much criticism. Black feminists 

Dionne Brand and Linda Carty have argued that the term visible minority is “void of any race or 

class recognition and, more importantly, of class struggle or struggle against racism. It is 

therefore ahistorical and serves to reduce to meaninglessness the specific parts it purports to 

elevate.”12 Further, they underscore that one is only made a racial minority within Canada and 

how that reinforces the hegemony of whiteness. Tania Das Gupta also endorses this criticism and 

notes that “the state played a divide and conquer rule and gave funding to the visible minority 

women’s movement while marginalizing the immigrant women’s movement, which was more 

political and more dynamic. The immigrant women’s movement was challenging the state and so 

they (government) used the visible minority women’s movement to sideline the others. Some of 

us were trying to say there was no point in being divided. We are all immigrant women.”13 When 

I interviewed Das Gupta, she spoke about these debates in relation to the Coalition of Visible 

Minority Women. The Coalition of Visible Minority Women was formed in 1983 during a 

conference in Toronto and focused its efforts on addressing racism and sexism within Canada 

and had in its membership immigrant women as well as non-immigrant women of colour. Das 

Gupta recalled that: 

Many South American and Southern European immigrant women who had been part of 

WWIW were interested in joining the Coalition of Visible Minority Women but there 

was some tension around whether or not they were entitled to join. Some of us felt that 

race is a social construct, and we used the concept of racialization in understanding that 

certain groups of people get racialized whether you have non-white skin colour or not. 

There are other ways in which people get racialized, such as through language, religion, 

and other sorts of physical markers, like if you wear a hijab…. Some activists within the 

Coalition had a slightly different position. They felt that European immigrant women, 

 
12 Linda Carty and Dionne Brand, “‘Visible Minority’ Women: A Creation of the Canadian State,” in Returning the 

Gaze: Essays on Racism, Feminism, and Politics, ed. Himani Bannerji (Toronto: Sister Vision Press, 1988), 207. 
13 Karen Charnow Lior, Making the City: Women Who Made a Difference : Working Women Community Centre 

(Halifax ; Fernwood Publishing, 2012), 81. 
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despite the fact that they are racialized in the European context or even in the Canadian 

context, were still white so they had that white privilege.14 

 

Given the widespread, sustained criticism of visible minority as a category, I do not 

invoke it in this thesis and when I do it is to reflect the language used in a primary source, 

recognizing that it is a historically produced category.  

The debates I outlined reflect challenges within immigrant women’s organizing to 

untangle and discuss uneven processes of racialization. I similarly face this roadblock in writing 

about immigrant women’s activism. Even in invoking that descriptor, though it was most 

commonly used at the time, I cannot help but worry that I am obscuring how fundamental race 

was in the lives and organizing of immigrant women. I think this is in part reflective of the 

inadequacies of available dominant discourses which, as Judith Butler argues, constrain and 

produce our identity formations and how we in turn articulate them.15 As Angela Davis writes: 

“‘race’ has always been difficult to talk about in terms not tainted by ideologies of racism.”16 

Rather than relying on taxonomy or phrenology in exploring the meanings of race, I find value in 

the concept of racialization as put forth by Das Gupta. Historian Timothy J. Stanley defines 

racialization as “part of an anti-essentialist approach to understanding social categories that 

recognizes that social identities are fluid, their contents and boundaries specific to time and 

place.”17  Racialization works to ascribe people into groups demarcated by race which falsely 

appear to be natural and immutable. Scholar Sara Ahmed argues that whiteness too is subject to 

 
14 Tania Das Gupta, Interview with Julia Aguiar. 
15 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 10th anniversary edition., Ebook Central 

(Collection) (New York: Routledge, 1999). 
16 Angela Y. Davis, “Gender, Class, and Multiculturalism: Rethinking ‘Race’ Politics,” in Mapping 

Multiculturalism, ed. Avery Gordon and Christopher Newfield (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 

43. 
17 T.J. Stanley, “Why I Killed Canadian History: Towards an Anti-Racist History in Canada,” Histoire Sociale. 
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racialization. Racialization organizes whiteness as “invisible and unmarked, as the absent centre 

against which others appear only as deviants, or points of deviation.”18 Ahmed importantly adds 

that “[w]hiteness is only invisible for those who inhabit it, or those who get so used to its 

inhabitance that they learn not to see it.”19 Situating whiteness within the racialization of 

immigrant women is important in understanding the ambiguity with which Southern European 

and other immigrant women were understood. As writings on racialization indicate, it is a 

process characterized by unevenness. Whiteness becomes the normative and those who exist in 

closer proximity to it enjoy more privilege. However, as Stanley cautions, privilege should be 

understood relationally.20 Though several immigrant women appeared to fit into biological ideas 

of whiteness, they never permeated its “absent centre,” because they were subject to 

“racialization on the basis of arbitrary features such as language, accent, and appearance in 

addition to skin colour."21 Following this, the racially ambiguous immigrant women in this 

thesis, for the most part, did not neatly fit into the historically produced category of whiteness at 

the time. However, overtime, they and their children likely would. Moreover, in existing in 

closer proximity to whiteness than immigrant women from countries in the Global South, these 

racially ambiguous women undoubtedly were accorded more privilege  

Central as whiteness was to the racialization of immigrant women, it does not fully 

address the dehumanization and oppression of immigrant women of colour inherent in processes 

of racialization. For this, Frantz Fanon’s concept of epidermalization is helpful. Fanon describes 

epidermalization as the process whereby epidermal difference becomes the locus with which 

 
18 Sara Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” Feminist Theory 8, no. 2 (August 1, 2007): 157. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Stanley, “Why I Killed Canadian History,” 99. 
21 Lior, Making the City, 81. 
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colonizing cultures inscribe inferiority onto the colonized. We can extrapolate his analysis into 

the epidermalized subject more broadly, including immigrant women of colour. Fanon argues 

that epidermalization overdetermines the colonized from the outside. He writes: “the white gaze, 

the only valid one, is already dissecting me. I am fixed.”22 The epidermalized subject, then, is 

denied humanity and refused specificity, which as sociologist Simone Browne argues, results in 

a negative racialization.23 This “being for others,” in which the epidermalized subject’s self 

becomes fragmented and dehumanized, is not solely cutaneously determined.24 Fanon argues that 

it is also predicated on a historico-racial schema whereby the epidermalized subject is made to 

exist in triple. They also view themselves through the objectifying perspective of the colonizing 

culture. The historico-racial schema presses down on Fanon during his much-cited scene on the 

train whereby he is alienated and objectivized through the white gaze of a French child who 

utters “Look! A Negro!”25 Fanon reflects that in that moment of epidermalization he was 

“responsible not only for my body but also for my race and my ancestors.”26 Indeed, 

epidermalization is predicated on a historicity that essentializes the colonized’s past as 

backwards. The epidermalized subject is “woven” from “a thousand details, anecdotes, and 

stories” undergirded by racism.27 It is through this historicity that the colonizing, in part, come to 

understand the colonized. Because history is not fixed, neither is racialization or 

epidermalization. Fanon also contends that despite the non-recognition of epidermalization, the 

epidermalized subject’s humanness is never fully relinquished. Fanon writes that [t]he soul of the 

 
22 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 2008), 96. 
23 Simone Browne, “Digital Epidermalization: Race, Identity and Biometrics,” Critical Sociology 36, no. 1 (2010): 

134. 
24 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 86. 
25 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 91. 
26 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 92. 
27 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 91. 
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white man was corrupted…The white man was wrong. I was not primitive or a subhuman; I 

belonged to a race that had already been working silver and gold 2,000 years ago.”28 Thus, the 

epidermalized subject is not entirely passive.  

Epidermalization is a useful framework for thinking through the particular experiences of 

racism that immigrant women of colour faced in contrast to immigrant women who existed in 

closer proximity to whiteness. In a conversation with other women of colour for a special issue 

of Fireweed Makeda Silvera discusses the imbrication of racism and sexism she experiences in 

Toronto. Silvera is a Black lesbian who was born in Jamaica and immigrated with her family to 

Toronto when she was twelve. A creative writer, she also co-founded Sister Vision Press which 

was the first small press in Canada with a mandate to publish writing by and for women of 

colour. In resemblance to Fanon’s confrontation with the French boy on the train, Silvera 

describes an instance of interlinked sexism and racism. Silvera recalls: “[a] couple of nights ago I 

was waiting for the train and this drunk guy, big redneck, came up and started shouting, “Bitch! 

Bitch!” I’m really frightened because this guy is really big and I’m wondering what would 

happen if he came up and attacked me physically…This white woman walks up on the platform 

and he starts up again. We kind of look at each other in solidarity and I feel less scared because 

at least there is another woman.”29 Silvera then details how the man started calling her the N-

Word. She continues to describe how the white woman she had just felt solidarity with then 

“looked right through me and there wasn’t that kind of connection, that solidarity anymore. It 

was really frightening. I didn’t know what to do.”30 The racist slur of the man transformed 

 
28 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 109. 
29 Guest Collective, “We Appear Silent to Those Who Are Deaf to What We Say: An Interview,” Fireweed: Women 

of Colour Special Issue, Spring 1983, pg. 14, Rise Up! Feminist Digital Archive 

https://riseupfeministarchive.ca/publications/fireweed-a-womens-literary-cultural-journal/fireweed-issue16-

spring1983-ocr/. 
30 Ibid. 
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Silvera into an object and denied her humanity like the remarks from the boy on the train did to 

Fanon. However, unlike Fanon, Silvera’s experience was also undergirded by sexism. Silvera’s 

fears were rooted in the perpetrator’s whiteness and his masculinity. Moreover, Silvera’s 

alienation was exacerbated by the presence of the white woman whose solidarity had significant 

limitations. This speaks to the “matrix of domination” experienced by Black women, as Patricia 

Hill Collins has argued.31 The matrix of domination refers to the interlocking nature of 

oppression for Black women. Included in the organization of the matrix of domination is the 

“interpersonal domain of power where men and women as individuals interact.”32 Silvera’s 

experience waiting for the train speaks to a type of oppression that immigrant women who 

existed in closer proximity to whiteness did not have to face. Though, all immigrant women 

confronted other anti-immigrant discrimination rooted in historically dependent notions of an 

idealized Canadian identity and sexism. In sum, Fanon’s writings about epidermalization in 

Black Skin, White Masks help to provide a fuller picture of the uneven nature of racialization, 

which is unmistakably rooted in, though not entirely determined, by skin colour. This further 

demonstrates that racism is not something innate, but rather, gets constructed through meaning, 

and reaffirmed through quotidian interactions like the train scenes described by Fanon and 

Silvera as well as in more structural and institutional ways. 

Ultimately, the spirited debates over race within immigrant women’s organizing 

demonstrate the mutability and instability of race over different contexts and periods. Though 

immigrant woman was a deceptive category that claimed to reference a person’s legal status and 

gender, it obfuscated processes of racialization and class stratification, which had material 

 
31 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment, 2nd 

edition., Perspectives on Gender (New York: Routledge, 2000), 18. 
32 Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 155. 
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implications in how immigrant women interacted with the world. However, “immigrant women” 

nonetheless remained an important political and personal formation. As Das Gupta wrote in an 

article reflecting on thirty-five years of immigrant women’s activism: “I use the term ‘immigrant 

women’ recognizing its problematic connotations – most notably, it is a highly racialized label. It 

is usually imposed on women of colour, citizens or not, who are commonly perceived to be 

outsiders to Canada and therefore ‘immigrant.’ I use the term because activist women in the 

community have reclaimed it and now use it as a symbol of resistance against racism and 

exclusion.”33 Within debates surrounding the usefulness of the category of visible minority 

women, immigrant women sounded the alarm about how the Canadian state played into and 

exacerbated divisions within immigrant women’s organizing. I take the experiential knowledge 

of my historical subjects and narrators seriously and dedicate the following chapter to the 

relationship between immigrant women’s organizing and the Canadian state where I return to 

debates about race. Debates about race and racialization, while ongoing in immigrant women’s 

organizing, emerged in less overt ways within particular issues that immigrant women organized 

around like labour or reproductive freedom. These debates often played out in more subtle ways 

like in the meeting minutes of various organizations. However, race remained central to their 

organizing, especially in how immigrant women worked across difference and grappled with 

issues like the spectrum of privilege as I have sought to demonstrate.  

Going forward, applying the insights of the scholars and activists I have outlined here, 

when I invoke immigrant women, I do so recognizing, and asking the reader to recognize, the 

uneven process of racialization with which the category of immigrant women was constructed. 

Moreover, I also use the terms “immigrant women of colour” and “immigrant women from 

 
33 Das Gupta, “Race, Racialization, and Antiracism,” 107. 
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countries in the Global South” when referring to women who faced epidermalization.34 The 

uneven racialization of the category of “immigrant women” is fundamental to understanding the 

nuances of their activism as well as the challenges of coalition building explored in the following 

chapters.  

 

 

 
34 I do so recognizing the debates around women of colour as a homogenizing category. I also acknowledge the 

interventions and scholarship of Third World feminists. See Maxine Baca Zinn and Bonnie Thornton Dill, 

“Theorizing Difference from Multiracial Feminism,” Feminist Studies 22, no. 2 (1996): 321–31; Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty, Ann Russo, and Lourdes Torres, Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1991); Ranjoo Seodu Herr, “Reclaiming Third World Feminism: Or Why Transnational Feminism 

Needs Third World Feminism,” Meridians (Middletown, Conn.) 12, no. 1 (2014): 1–30; Chela Sandoval, 

Methodology of the Oppressed, Theory out of Bounds ; v. 18 (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 

2000). 
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Chapter 2:  

Immigrant Women and the Canadian State: A Site of Struggle 

 

In the early days of November 1986, as Winnipeg became blanketed in snow, the 

Victoria Hotel & Convention Centre was politically ablaze. In one conference room, a meeting 

of the male-dominated Manitoba Progressive Conservative Party for their annual convention. In 

another, a compilation of representatives from immigrant women’s groups throughout the 

country gathered for their second national conference. Snowed-in for the next three days as 

Winnipeg came to a halt, the National Organization of Immigrant and Visible Minority Women 

(NOIVMW) was born. Given the feminist leanings of a large swath of attendees, the proximity 

of their conference to the meeting of the Conservative Party is striking. It is indicative of the 

close relationship between immigrant women’s activism and the Canadian state, which is the 

focus of this chapter. Moreover, the Manitoba Conservative Party meeting occurred while the 

Conservative Mulroney government was in federal office. In contrast to the first national 

immigrant women’s conference, which occurred in 1981 under a Trudeau government, the 

organizing of the second national conference in Winnipeg was not spearheaded by the federal 

government. However, the Canadian state did have a strong presence at the second conference, 

and over time, NOIVMW was accused by grassroots activists of being co-opted by the Canadian 

state. 

State intervention was omnipresent in the political organizing of immigrant women. The 

most salient examples include events like the 1981 and 1986 national conferences of immigrant 

women. Tania Das Gupta suggests that in their interference within immigrant women’s activism, 

the Canadian state sought to legitimize its own practices and policies especially regarding 
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multiculturalism.1 Through these interventions, the Canadian state attempted to blunt the 

subversive potential of immigrant women’s political challenges. Monica Riutort immigrated to 

Toronto from Santiago, Chile following the 1973 coup and became involved in the Centre for 

Spanish Speaking People and WWIW. As she put in a recent interview with me: “there was a lot 

of negotiation in those days by the government to get the more radical voices out of the picture.”2 

Even when the government did address the concerns of immigrant women, Das Gupta argues 

that it was an exercise in “expansive hegemony” wherein “the ruling class, in particular state 

institutions, will absorb some demands of the "grassroots" in order to neutralize popular 

resistance.”3 However, as this chapter seeks to demonstrate, the Canadian state was never 

entirely victorious in controlling or defining immigrant women’s activism.  

The relationship between the Canadian state and immigrant women’s activism was a 

tenuous one. This is because the government’s control of immigrant women’s activism was 

dependent on reciprocity and consensus. The Canadian state could only be let into immigrant 

women’s organizing as much as immigrant women let them. Whereas some immigrant women 

were receptive to collaborating with the Canadian government in their organizing, others were 

not, and they pushed back against the state’s attempts to control immigrant women’s activism. 

Because immigrant women activists did not think politically with one brain, the Canadian state 

did not have the consensus it needed to fully co-opt their activism. Ultimately, the various ways 

that immigrant women worked under the constraints of government intervention and surveillance 

as well as outside of them through grassroots organizing tactics reveals that the Canadian state 

 
1 Tania Das Gupta, “Multicultural Policy: A Terrain of Struggle for Immigrant Women,” Canadian Woman Studies 

14, no. 2 (1994): 72-75. 
2 Monica Riutort, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, March 2022.  
3 Das Gupta, “Multicultural Policy,” 73. 
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acted as both a constraining and productive force within the political organizing of immigrant 

women.  

To start, this chapter looks at the issue of government funding which further speaks to the 

relationship between immigrant women’s activism and the Canadian state. As my narrators 

discussed, the limited nature of government funding often worked against their ambitious goals 

and posed a risk to their self-determination. State interference in immigrant women’s activism 

also manifested in the many reports about immigrant women produced by the government. 

Following the insights of immigrant women activists and scholars, I read these as exercises in 

epistemological extraction.4 These reports recycled the issues already raised by immigrant 

women without acknowledging their intellectual authorship or their place in the broader 

production of knowledge. Immigrant women were especially critical of the 1988 report, 

“Immigrant Women in Canada: A Policy Perspective.”5 I will then turn to the 1981 inaugural 

national immigrant women’s conference and analyze the inculcation of multiculturalism within 

the speech made by Minister of Multiculturalism, Jim Fleming. Finally, I return to the 1986 

Winnipeg conference and the formation of NOIVMW which further illustrate how the Canadian 

state became a site of struggle within immigrant women’s activism. Throughout this chapter, I 

trace instances where immigrant women circumvented the influence of the Canadian state to 

critique Canadian government policies and practices including, but not limited to, 

multiculturalism and notions of citizenship. The tensions within immigrant women’s activism 

 
4 Epistemological extraction refers to a process by which an individual or group’s knowledge is non-consensually 

exploited and appropriated. I take inspiration from Laura Junka-Aikio and Catalina Cortes-Severino’s concept of 

extractivism which can be understood as “analytical and also political concept that enables the examination and 

articulation of deeper underlying logics of exploitation and subjectification.” See Laura Junka-Aikio and Catalina 

Cortes-Severino, “Cultural Studies of Extraction,” Cultural Studies 31, no. 2–3 (2017): 177. 
5 Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women, Immigrant Women in Canada: A Policy Perspective, 

Background Paper / Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women 1988. 
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between the more dominant grassroots form of organizing and the less common though still 

present institutional method of organizing undergird this chapter.  

Government Funding as a Tool of the Canadian State  

 

A major source of federal funding for immigrant women’s groups in Toronto came from 

small grants connected to employment creation programs including the Local Initiative Plan 

(LIP), Local Employment Assistance Program (LEAP), and Opportunities for Youth (OFY).6 

These grants worked to inscribe immigrant women in the Canadian labour market. As Roxana 

Ng argues, immigrant women’s employment agencies acted as intermediaries of the state. The 

state provided these agencies with funding, and in return, they offered the state workers who 

contributed to “productive processes of society.”7 Through this process of commodification, 

immigrant women came to “concentrate the bottom rungs of most service and manufacturing 

sectors in the so-called ‘non-skilled’ and dead-end positions.”8 This had wider implications in 

how immigrant women came to be identified with a certain class position which perpetuated 

their subordination. Importantly, Ng notes that this process did not occur due to malice on the 

part of agency workers, several of whom were immigrant women themselves. Rather, the 

commodification of immigrant women in the Canadian labour market was accomplished largely 

through documents and standardized practices. Employment counsellors were required to silo 

immigrant women’s work histories into predetermined “skills” and “abilities” sections on forms.9 

Moreover, the types of employment that immigrant women could obtain were dependent on the 

openings in the agency’s system. Ultimately, in the earlier period of immigrant women’s 

 
6 Das Gupta, Learning from Our History, 39. 
7 Ng, “The Social Construction,” 269. 
8 Ng, “The Social Construction,” 281. 
9 Ng, “The Social Construction,” 275. 
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organizations and agencies, funding focused on employment services for immigrant women 

became a way for the state to use immigrant women to fulfill the demands of the Canadian 

labour market.  

In 1971, in the nascent days of multiculturalism, the newly established Multiculturalism 

Program of the Department of the Secretary of State offered organizations funding for 

“multicultural activities.”10 In practice, most of this funding was allocated to settlement services 

and ethnocultural groups whose leadership was male dominated and who had few programs 

targeting immigrant women. This changed in 1975 when the United Nations declared it the 

International Year of Women. As a member nation, Canada was encouraged to advocate for 

women’s rights and the Department of Multiculturalism began targeting immigrant women’s 

programs.11 This aided in the founding of several immigrant women’s grassroots organizations 

and the start of what many thought of as a highly politicized immigrant women’s movement.12 

From the mid-1970s to the 1990s, immigrant women’s organizations made creative use of 

various types of funding which were always piecemeal and precarious. The temporary nature of 

government funding made it so that much of the work done within immigrant women’s 

organizations was voluntary or very poorly paid though the demand often exceeded that of a 

fulltime job. Occasionally, paid staff had to go on unemployment insurance due to a lack of 

 
10 Das Gupta, Learning from Our History, 40. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Several of my oral history interviews discussed the presence of a distinct immigrant women’s movement from the 

mid-1970s into the 1980s. There is also a lot of writing on the subject. See Marcie Ponte, Interview with Julia 

Aguiar, Virtual, February 2022, Monica Riutort, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, March 2022, Salome Loucas, 

Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, February 2022, Tania Das Gupta, “Immigrant Women's Activism: The Past 

Thirty-Five Years,” in Race, Racialization and Antiracism in Canada and Beyond, ed. Randy Enomoto and 

Genevieve Fuji Johnson, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016), Das Gupta, Learning from Our History, 

Lior, Karen Charnow. Making the City: Women Who Made a Difference, Working Women Community Centre. 

(Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 2012);Nadeau, "Chapter Two: Unmapping, Remapping:Defining Theoretical 

Terrain for Renarrativizing NAC," in “The Making and Unmaking of a ‘Parliament of Women.’” 
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funding or delays in receiving wages.13 As a WWIW newsletter wrote: “[t]here is no one funding 

source from which we can secure enough money for our programs. Each funding source advises 

us to seek funding from other sources. If after filling pages and pages of applications, we manage 

to get some funding from other sources, then our funding is cut from somewhere else. Then we 

have to wait and wait… for the cheque to come.”14 The unreliable nature of government funding 

had a material impact in determining whether or not organizations could operate and provide 

necessary services to immigrant women in Toronto. Additionally, it impacted the livelihoods of 

activists who worked at the organizations in paid positions. Moreover, the rudimentary and 

temporary quality of funding made immigrant women’s organizations dependent on the 

government. Indeed, the various levels of government “set the terms under which funds are 

allotted, selects the recipients, and regulates distribution and expenditure.”15 This dependency 

made immigrant women’s organizations vulnerable to government control though this often took 

on more subtle forms like denying funding for certain projects. Immigrant women’s 

organizations often found themselves in a precarious position because funding was “the reality of 

survival.”16  

In its early days, the Immigrant Women’s Centre was supported through very basic 

funding by associating itself with larger women’s organizations like the Birth Control and VD 

Centre in North York. Founder Judith Ramirez noted that “funding for everything was not 

without its challenges.”17 Though the Immigrant Women’s Centre continued to struggle 

financially, they were eventually granted more sustainable funding by the provincial Ministry of 

 
13 Das Gupta, “Immigrant Women’s Activism,” 110. 
14 Salome Loucas, “What Happened to the Funding We Were Promised?” (1988) found in “WWIW Newsletter,” 10-

058-S6-F19, box 7, file 22, UOWA. 
15 Evelyn Kallen, Ethnicity and Human Rights in Canada (Toronto: Gage, 1982), 189. 
16 Agnew, Resisting Discrimination, 167. 
17 Judith Ramirez, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, February 2022.  
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Health as well as from health infrastructure at the municipal level.18 Judith Ramirez reflected on 

the significance of this: “it would literally mean a future and not these ad hoc ways of living 

from grant to grant that were so time consuming and that meant that you never knew when you’d 

have to go on the air and tell everybody in the community, sorry but we’re going to have to close 

our door for a few months and hopefully we can reopen them. All that was in the past and now 

you could have some solidity and those were times when you really celebrated.”19 Anna Cioffi 

joined the Immigrant Women’s Centre in 1985 and worked in a variety of capacities most 

notably as the coordinator of the mobile health unit from 1989 to its retirement in 2019. She still 

works at the Centre, which is now called the IWHC, as part of the management team. When I 

interviewed her, she noted that even with more stable financial support from the Ministry of 

Health, funding remains a challenge. Just five years ago the IWHC had to appear in a deputation 

because the Centre risked closure due to a lack of funding.20 In the end, the IWHC was granted 

the necessary funds and remains open to this day. 

As much as the limited nature of government funding added pressure to immigrant 

women’s organizing, it also spurred a lot of creativity. As activist Deena Ladd notes:  

There’s a contradiction, right? In some ways, because there wasn’t a lot of funding and 

you didn’t rely on that, there was the creation of a lot more interesting groups because 

people came together and just did what they had to do politically. In some ways, there 

was a lot more strength and creativity and a lot more challenging of the state because of 

that. And I think, unfortunately, it’s when you start moving into wanting to get more 

mainstream funding that you become reliant and that’s where the struggle happens, and 

you have to be super conscious.21 

 

 
18 Karen Charnow Lior and Working Women Community Centre, Making the City: Women Who Made a Difference 

(Halifax; Fernwood Publishing, 2012), 42. 
19 Judith Ramirez, Interview with Bronwyn Bragg, “Second Wave Feminism Oral History Collection,” 10-106-S5-

F26-I1 Second Wave Oral History Project, UOWA. 
20 Anna Cioffi, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, March 2022. 
21 Deena Ladd, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, March 2022.  
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The decision to accept government funding was often a political one. This is echoed in 

the sentiments of Tania Das Gupta, one of the founders of the South Asian Women’s Group 

(SAWG).22 When the federal Secretary of State for Women’s Programs made funding offers to 

the SAWG, Das Gupta, “kept telling them we were not interested in funding because politically I 

was against funding. As soon as you take government funding, you lose your political 

activism.”23 Vijay Agnew argues that “state agencies do not simply allocate funds to community-

based groups but ‘purchase services’ from them.”24 As discussed in the example of immigrant 

women’s employment-based organizations, this “purchased” service was often immigrant 

women’s labour. Monica Riutort also expressed trepidation around government funding for 

immigrant women’s advocacy work. In her work with the Shirley Samaroo House, a shelter 

founded in 1986 for immigrant women facing domestic violence, Riutort witnessed the loss of 

autonomy that often-followed government funding. She reflected that, “what we dreamed for 

was impossible to accomplish. We wanted a community house where women were able to flow 

in and out. That is where government funding comes, and government restrictions come. What 

you dream to do as an advocate, and listening constantly to the women in the community, it’s 

just impossible to implement because government regulations will get the upper hand because 

they produce the funds.”25 The negotiation between the need to accept government funding in 

order to provide necessary services for immigrant women and the desire to maintain self-

determination was ongoing and often painful. The memories of immigrant women activists about 

 
22 SAWG was founded in Toronto in 1982 and remains in operation under the South Asian Women’s Centre. It’s 

focus is on empowering South Asian Women and providing information, referral, supportive counseling, advocacy 

and wellness education. 
23 Lior, Making the City, 54. 
24 Agnew, Resisting Discrimination, 168. 
25 Monica Riutort, Interview with Julia Aguiar. 
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the relationship between government funding and immigrant women’s organizing demonstrates 

that the partial, short-term nature of funding often worked against the ambitions of organizers. 

Immigrant women’s organizations often leveraged grants that were narrow and rigid in 

focus to address broader issues. As Anna Cioffi told me about the Immigrant Women’s Centre: 

“even though we were funded by the City of Toronto Department of Public Health, the position 

was much broader.”26 She went on to describe the centrality of labour issues within the work of 

the Immigrant Women’s Centre. Immigrant Women’s Centre staff would intersperse their 

workplace presentations on sexual and reproductive health with information about labour 

rights.27 This was also made possible by the fact that these presentations were given in a variety 

of languages so that the English-speaking bosses would not suspect that their employees were 

being empowered with their rights as workers. The Immigrant Women’s Centre inclusion of 

other topics relevant to immigrant women beyond their mandate of sexual and reproductive 

health demonstrates the creativity of organizations to circumvent funding limitations.  

Overall, the issue of funding was formative to immigrant women’s organizations and 

activism. This was especially clear in my interviews wherein narrators remembered government 

funding as a vexing issue and one that dovetailed into broader questions of the relationship 

between immigrant women’s organizing and the Canadian state. It determined whether or not 

various immigrant women’s organizations could keep their doors open and pay their staff. The 

dominance of temporary project grants over sustainable long-term funding also kept immigrant 

women activists and organizations in a dependent relationship with the Canadian state. However, 

as Tania Das Gupta notes, “even though funding was minimal, immigrant women activists and 

 
26 Anna Cioffi, Interview with Julia Aguiar. 
27 Anna Cioffi, Interview with Julia Aguiar. 
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organizations engaged in progressive and innovative projects to further their goals.”28 Indeed, the 

various examples I have drawn out demonstrate the creativity with which organizations 

leveraged the limited funding they received. An ongoing concern within immigrant women’s 

organizing was the loss of political autonomy that came with accepting government funding. 

This loss of autonomy manifested less in the form of overt government co-option and more 

through subtle methods of constraining immigrant women’s activism by forcing their political 

work into grant applications that could be denied or only partially awarded. In this regard, 

government funding can be understood as a tool to make immigrant women’s organizing 

dependent on the Canadian state. The funding of events like the first national conference of 

immigrant women was a more direct way that the Canadian state worked to control immigrant 

women activists by curating speaker lists and often speaking over them. The various debates, 

tactics, and perspectives about funding illustrate the careful negotiation between political 

autonomy and government intervention at work within immigrant women’s activism. 

Government Produced Reports on Immigrant Women as Exercises in Epistemological 

Extraction 

 

If funding acted as a tool of the state to monitor and constrain immigrant women’s 

activism, research reports were an extension of this practice. Though, research reports were also 

a tool of a different kind that had pernicious effects not only in attempting to control immigrant 

women’s activism but also in delegitimizing their experiential knowledge. A common practice of 

various government funders was to “solicit academics to submit research proposals.”29 

Government produced reports on immigrant women were typically national in scope and focused 

on gaps within policies as important areas to address in improving the lives of immigrant women 

 
28 Das Gupta, “Immigrant Women’s Activism,” 108. 
29 Das Gupta, “Immigrant Women’s Activism,” 113. 
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in Canada. The first government report on immigrant women was commissioned in 1978 by the 

Multiculturalism Directorate.30 It should be noted that this came after the founding of several 

immigrant women’s grassroots organizations throughout the country in the early to mid 1970s.31 

The timing of the publication of the first government report suggests that it responded to pressure 

coming from the proliferation of immigrant women’s organizations. Several government reports 

gestured to the emergence of these grassroots immigrant women’s groups. After the initial 1978 

report, more followed including “Problems of Immigrant Women in the Canadian Labour 

Force,” (1979), “Report of Joint Task Force on Immigrant Women,” (1979) and “Immigrant 

Women in Canada: Current Issues,” (1986) amongst others.32 These reports highlighted issues 

around language training, health, employment, and childcare for immigrant women. As Tania 

Das Gupta argues, these reports often recycled what immigrant women had already articulated in 

their activism. This process of “renaming old realities” worked to delegitimize immigrant 

women’s knowledge production.33 Immigrant women engaged in their own forms of knowledge 

production through writings, workshops, meetings, and their own community-oriented research 

projects.34 All of this was completed under dire financial constraints. Through these government 

 
30 Das Gupta, “Multicultural Policy,” 73. 
31 Some examples of immigrant women’s groups outside of Toronto include the Thunder Bay Multicultural 

Women’s Committee, Windsor Women Working with Immigrant Women, Multicultural Women’s Association, 

Ottawa, Vancouver Society of Immigrant and Visible Minority Women, Indian Mahila Association, Vancouver see 

Das Gupta, Learning from Our History. 
32 See  Ottawa-Carleton Immigrant Services Organization, Mental Health Service Needs of Immigrant Women in 

Ottawa-Carleton, 1985; Sheila McLeod Arnopoulos, “Problems of Immigrant Women in the Canadian Labour 

Force” (Ottawa: Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women, 1979); Kasia Seydegart, Beyond Dialogue: 
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Status of Women, Immigrant Women in Canada: Current Issues, 1986; Joint Task Force on Immigrant Women, 
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reports, the Canadian state legitimized itself as the de facto authority on immigrant women, and 

in doing so, rendered invisible the epistemologies of immigrant women. There was an acute 

frustration in immigrant women’s organizations about the money that the government was 

willing to put into research about immigrant women rather than into the hands of immigrant 

women themselves or into systemic change that would address the problems so belabored in 

these government reports.  

At the same time, government reports about immigrant women were recognized as an 

important way of raising public awareness about the systemic barriers immigrant women faced 

in Canadian society. Still, immigrant women’s groups paid careful attention to the consultation 

process undertaken by government departments in addition to the content of the final report. Not 

all of the researchers government departments hired were disliked.35 They often worked as 

journalists or graduate students. Some were immigrant women themselves or came from an 

immigrant background. In critiquing unethical government reports, immigrant women reasserted 

their experiential knowledge. One example includes the response to the 1988 report “Immigrant 

Women in Canada: A Policy Perspective,” which was produced by the Canadian Advisory 

Council on the Status of Women.36 This report sought to focus on “the characteristics, special 

needs, and public policy issues relevant to foreign-born migrant women in Canada.”37 It was 

divided into four main chapters: “Recent Immigration Trends,” “Economic and Social 

Characteristics of Immigrant Women,” “Policy Issues Related to Immigrant Women,” and 

“Foreign Domestic Workers in Canada.” Notably missing from this report is any analysis on the 

pervasiveness of racism that a significant portion of immigrant women faced. This is a 

 
35 An example of a report that was positively referenced in immigrant women’s organizing is Seydegart, Beyond 

Dialogue. 
36 Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women, Immigrant Women in Canada. 
37 Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women, 1. 
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staggering omission given that the report was completed in the late 1980s when issues 

surrounding race and racism had been central in immigrant women’s organizing for a number of 

years.38 At the end of her two-year term as the first president of NOIVMW, Betty Lee 

highlighted the response to the 1988 report as an important rallying point in the first two years of 

the organization’s history. Critiques of the report made by immigrant women’s organizations 

included: its failure to address racism and systemic barriers, the misleading employment 

comparisons to Canadian-born women which overlooked the mass crisis of underemployment 

that immigrant women faced, and the lack of consultation with immigrant women’s groups in the 

research process.39 NOIVMW emphasized the importance of collaboration with immigrant 

women in the production of government reports stating that, “we must have direct input into the 

conceptualization and definition of our issues and in efforts to seek solutions.”40 NOIVMW 

requested that the distribution of the 1988 report be halted and that the released copies be 

recalled. The Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women, who was responsible for 

funding and producing the report, held a meeting with NOIVMW to discuss immigrant women 

activists’ concerns with the report. According to Betty Lee, “the meeting marked the beginning 

of an open and sincere dialogue.”41 From its early days, NOIVMW saw cooperation with the 

government as the way forward in advocating for immigrant women’s issues. This differed from 

the more grassroots organizations like WWIW who were reluctant to work with the Canadian 

 
38 Linda Carty and Dionne Brand, “‘Visible Minority’ Women: A Creation of the Canadian State,” in Returning the 

Gaze: Essays on Racism, Feminism, and Politics, ed. Himani Bannerji (Toronto: Sister Vision Press, 1988), 207–22; 

Sunera Thobani, “Making the Links: South Asian Women and the Struggle for Reproductive Rights,” Canadian 

Woman Studies 13, no. 1 (1992), Carol Allan and Judy Vashti Persad, “Fighting Racism and Sexism Together,” 

(1987), pg. 18,19, found in “Anti-racism kit for the March 8th Coalition ,” 10-058-S7-F26, box 9, file 23, UOWA. 
39 Betty Lee, untitled letter, found in “Reports, Meeting Minutes, and Flyers,” (1988) pg 40, 42 of 10-058-S8-SS4-

F3, box 12, file 6 at UOWA. 
40 Betty Lee, untitled letter. 42. 
41 Betty Lee, untitled letter, 42. 
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state which I will soon turn to.42 However, despite the close relationship NOIVMW nurtured 

with the Canadian state, they nonetheless made demands of the government as evidenced in their 

criticism of the 1988 report to the Advisory Council on the Status of Women.  

In sum, though government reports tended to be extractive, they nonetheless played an 

important role in immigrant women’s activism. Firstly, they manifested in immigrant women’s 

fight for self-determination and desire to control their own knowledge production. Secondly, 

they were important tools in raising public consciousness about immigrant women. This 

demonstrates the way that the Canadian state both confined immigrant women’s activism and 

propelled it forward by acting as a site of struggle. 

The 1981 and 1986 National Conferences  

 

To begin, it is important to understand the connections between the 1981 and 1986 

conferences. Feminist scholars have raised concerns that national organizations, as opposed to 

local or grassroots ones, threaten to “conveniently serve state interests, by providing forums of 

consultation and channels of legitimization for [government] policies.”43 The first national 

conference of immigrant women in 1981 titled, “The Immigrant Woman in Canada: A Right to 

Recognition,” was convened by Liberal Minister of Multiculturalism, Jim Fleming, in Toronto. 

At the conclusion of the 1981 conference, seventy-one recommendations were made, and a 

National Follow-up Committee was established with the mandate to see the recommendations 

implemented. Initially, this group was composed of volunteers not appointed by the government. 

However, as Das Gupta notes “these committee members became the official spokespersons of 

all immigrant women in Canada,” which was subject to much criticism from immigrant women 

 
42 Salome Loucas, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, February 2022.  
43 Das Gupta, “Race, Racialization, and Antiracism,” 108. 
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in Ontario, especially from the Toronto based group WWIW, for the way that it betrayed the 

non-hierarchical roots of immigrant women’s organizing.44 Prior to the second national 

conference in Winnipeg in 1986, then Conservative Minister of Multiculturalism, Jack Murta, 

held a consultation meeting in 1985 with thirty-seven women from immigrant women’s groups 

across the country. Anti-racist activists, who sought to draw critical attention to race in 

immigrant women’s organizing and worked to de-centre whiteness, were notably excluded from 

this consultation meeting which Das Gupta argues is an example of the Canadian state 

attempting to define immigrant women’s activism by creating spokespeople.45 Moreover, Das 

Gupta situates this within the broader context of a transformation from anti-racism, which had its 

roots in the early 1980s, to “race relations” which purported racism as a “product of 

misunderstanding…which can be corrected by understanding and information-sharing, not power 

sharing.”46 From this meeting, a ten-member National Action Committee was established to 

continue dialogue with the federal government as the group worked towards the establishment of 

a national organization of immigrant women. One major difference between the two conferences 

was that the 1981 conference was an explicitly state sanctioned event whereas the 1986 

conference, though the government remained in the shadows as evidenced by the 1985 

consultation meeting, was not directly organized by the government. However, the National 

 
44 Das Gupta, “Multicultural Policy,” 73. 
45 Das Gupta, "Multicultural Policy," 74. Himani Bannerji argues that anti-racist feminism rejects the 

universalization of “woman” and asks white women to grapple with their complicity in women of colour and 

immigrant women’s “domination.” Moreover, as a practice, anti-racist feminism should strive to be “anti-

imperialist, anticapitalism that tries not only to undo ideologies, institutions, economies and state powers as they 

presently exist, but also to reconstruct the most mundane aspects of social life, and to re-think class – that well-

spring of struggles and changes.” See Himani Bannerji, “Introducing Racism: Notes towards an Anti-Racist 

Feminism,” in The Ideological Condition: Selected Essays on History, Race and Gender (Chicago, IL: Haymarket 

Books, 2021), 200. See also The Visible Minority and Immigrant Women Committee of the National Action 

Committee on the Status of Women, “Towards a Non-Racist Women’s Movement,” (March 1990) 10-058-S6-F21, 

box 8, file 1, UOWA. 
46 Das Gupta, "Multiculturalism Policy," 73. 



 

  62 

Organization of Immigrant and Visible Minority Women (NOIVMW), which was formed at the 

second conference, quickly became the subject of much criticism amongst grassroots immigrant 

women organizers who were weary of the organization’s close relationship to the Canadian 

government.47 

Between the first national conference and the second in 1986, debates about race within 

immigrant women’s organizing had taken on a primacy. Some felt that the category of immigrant 

women inherently incorporated racialized women. Others argued that it occluded racialized 

women particularly from countries in the Global South. Ultimately, the latter perspective 

triumphed and the designation “visible minority women” was included in the title of the national 

organization of immigrant women and later in the Ontario Immigrant Women’s Network which 

became the Ontario Immigrant and Visible Minority Women's Organization in 1987. The 

intention was to draw attention to the distinct experiences of immigrant women from countries in 

the Global South, while also addressing the experiences of second and third generation women 

and other women of colour who had not necessarily migrated to Canada, but nonetheless faced 

interlocking issues around racism and sexism. As Das Gupta writes: “[t]he issue of racism 

concerns visible minority women, whether we are immigrants or born in Canada, whether we are 

here for a day or five generations.”48 As much as visible minority as a designation was 

popularized in immigrant women’s organizing in the mid-1980s, it “did not provide magic 

solutions” to issues around race within immigrant women’s organizing.49 As then Coordinator of 

WWIW Salome Loucas, noted in her reflections on the 1986 Winnipeg Conference “the 

 
47 Several pointed to the existence of NOIVMW’s office in Ottawa as evidence of this. See “Reports, Meeting 

Minutes, and Flyer,” in WWIW National Organization of Immigrant and Visible Minority Women of Canada fonds, 

10-058-S8-SS4, box 12, file 6, UOWA. 
48 Das Gupta, Learning from Our History, 38. 
49 Salome Loucas, “Breaking Ground,” found in “National Conference Immigrant Visible Minority Women 1986,” 

10-058-S8-SS2-F2, ox 11, file 2, UOWA.  
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immigrant and women of colour movement is not a homogenous group and we cannot be lumped 

together under one label for the convenience of representation.”50 Other activists argued that 

“visible minority” was a creation of the Canadian state, and that by adopting it, immigrant 

women activists were falling prey to the divisive tactics of the government.51 When I interviewed 

her, Tania Das Gupta made connections between debates around categorization, funding, and 

government involvement in immigrant women’s activism. She told me that “the government also 

used these divisions between people, and through funding policies…my sense is that the 

government funders were very knowledgeable about some of these debates and tensions between 

groups. They tried to be sensitive to them, but at the same time, either consciously or 

unconsciously, kind of encouraged them and used them in the way that they gave funding or 

didn’t give funding.”52 These debates around race explain the shift in language within immigrant 

women’s organizing in the mid-1980s onwards.  

The inaugural national immigrant women’s conference took place from March 20th-

March 22nd, 1981, in Toronto at the Park Plaza Hotel. As discussed, it was convened by Minister 

Fleming. It was chaired by Sheila Arnopoulos who was a journalist and the researcher behind the 

Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women funded report, “Problems of Immigrant 

Women in the Canadian Labour Force.” Arnopolous was well known in the immigrant women 

community. In 1974, she posed as a garment worker in a Montreal factory and exposed the 

exploitative working conditions immigrant women faced in the sector.53 The conference also 

heard speeches from the Minister of Employment and Immigration and the Minister of State 

 
50 Salome Loucas, “Breaking Ground,” 7. 
51 Dionne Brand and Linda Carty “Visible Minority Women: A Creation of the Canadian State.” 
52 Tania Das Gupta, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, May 2022. 
53 See Das Gupta, Racism and Paid Work, 46. 
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Responsible for the Status of Women, Lloyd Axworthy. Then coordinator of WWIW, Maria 

Teresa Larrain, as well as Jean Augustine, who at the time was a principal and involved in 

activism within the Caribbean community and would later become the first Black woman elected 

to the Parliament of Canada, participated as panel speakers. The conference also included 

workshops around education, official language acquisition, employment preparation, labour 

force participation, health, social services, and family and community life.54 The conference 

acknowledged an “unacceptable lack of social support systems geared to the needs of immigrant 

women.”55 The discussions around the problems of the Canadian immigration system in making 

immigrant women dependent on their husbands and sponsors suggested a genuine concern and a 

motivation to make necessary systemic changes. However, most of the seventy-one 

recommendations were not realized.56 The inaction around the issues raised at the conference 

demonstrates the practice of expansive hegemony at work in the Canadian state’s efforts to 

address immigrant women’s issues whereby rhetoric and reform are favored over systemic or 

institutional change.57  

Moreover, while the coordinator of WWIW was invited to speak at the 1981 conference, 

there was a staggering lack of representation from grassroots immigrant women’s organizations. 

Indeed, the voices of government officials were the loudest. This was reflected in the third 

conference resolution which recommended that grassroots organizations be given the funds to 

host their own national conference.58 On the tension between activists with more radical leanings 

 
54 Canada Ministry of State Multiculturalism, Immigrant Woman in Canada - A Right to Recognition, Pt.1. Report of 

the Proceedings of the Conference, Toronto, Ontario, March 20-22, 1981, 3.  
55 Ibid, 4. 
56 “Reports, Meeting Minutes, and Flyer,” in WWIW National Organization of Immigrant and Visible Minority 

Women of Canada fonds, 10-058-S8-SS4, box 12, file 6, UOWA; Seydegart, Beyond Dialogue. 
57 Das Gupta, “Multicultural Policy,” 72. 
58 Canada Ministry of State Multiculturalism, Immigrant Woman in Canada - A Right to Recognition, Pt.1. Report of 

the Proceedings of the Conference, Toronto, Ontario, March 20-22, 1981, 5-8. 
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and those willing to work with government, Monica Riutort noted that “the radical approach that 

makes so many changes gets lost because none of us are invited to become part of a government 

committee or anything. We’re out.”59 The meagre consultation with grassroots immigrant 

women’s organization in the 1981 Conference is indicative of government attempts to assert 

control of immigrant women’s organizing and define it on their terms.60 This was bolstered by 

the fact that the government had the money to organize events like these and also attracted strong 

media attention. Situating the Conference in the context of Canadian multiculturalism offers 

some insight into the government motivations behind the Conference.  

In 1981, Canadian multiculturalism was coming to the end of its formative years and 

approaching a period of institutionalization.61 The Conference, then, organized by the Minister of 

Multiculturalism as it was, acted as an important moment in disseminating multiculturalism. As 

Himani Bannerji reminds her readers, “[m]ulticulturalism was not a demand from below, but an 

ideological elaboration from above.”62 The focus on multiculturalism throughout the Conference, 

served the priorities of the state rather than those of the immigrant women that the conference 

claimed to be organized around. The language of multiculturalism abounded in Minister 

Fleming’s opening speech. Fleming lamented that, “[f]or many years, our immigrant women 

have remained muted shadows, confronting the difficulties of a new life with little protest.”63 

 
59 Monica Riutort, Interview with Julia Aguiar, March 2022.  
60 Tania Das Gupta, “The Politics of Multiculturalism: ‘Immigrant Women’ and the Canadian State,” in Scratching 

the Service: Canadian Anti-Racist Feminist Thought, ed. Enakshi Dua and Angela Robertson (Toronto: Women’s 

Press, 1999), 200. 
61 See Ninette Kelley and Michael Trebilcock, The Making of the Mosaic: A History of Canadian Immigration 

Policy, 2nd edition. (Toronto, Ontario ; University of Toronto Press, 2000); Daniel R Meister, “Historicizing 

Multiculturalism,” Canadian Issues (Association for Canadian Studies: 2020), 10–14. 
62 Bannerji, “The Paradox of Diversity,” 552. 
63 Emphasis added see Jim Fleming, “Notes for a Speech,” in Canada Ministry of State Multiculturalism, Immigrant 

Woman in Canada - A Right to Recognition, Pt.1. Report of the Proceedings of the Conference, Toronto, Ontario, 

March 20-22, 1981. 
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From this paternalistic, victimizing depiction of immigrant women, Fleming heralded immigrant 

women as “first class citizens.”64 However, he soon made clear his focus on a certain type of 

immigrant woman for whom citizenship was attainable. He told the story of Anna Lapolla, an 

Italian immigrant woman, who faced long, grueling days as a wife, mother, and worker. Fleming 

reminded his audience that “the pluralistic makeup of Canadian communities has long served to 

soften the blow of a new culture for women like Mrs. Lapolla.”65 The reference to pluralism 

serves to uphold ideas about “Canada as a place where everyone can be both ‘different’ and 

‘equal.’”66 However, this version of multiculturalism was not experienced evenly by all 

immigrant women.  

Fleming dedicated a significant amount of time in his speech to the difficulties facing 

Mrs. Lapolla and other women like her: Southern European immigrant women. Immigrant 

women of colour got little mention. He discussed, “the double whammy of being discriminated 

against as a woman and as an immigrant. To this list, the immigrant from the West Indies must 

add her colour.”67 The marginal reference to Caribbean immigrant women, mainly as domestic 

workers, suggested that his limited acknowledgment of racism was additive. Scholars who are 

critical of multiculturalism have highlighted the way that multiculturalism works to manage 

difference and perpetuate racism despite the language of equality that it invokes.68 Moreover, 

multiculturalism produces a particular type of anti-Black racism, of which Fleming is guilty. 

 
64 Ibid 
65 Ibid, 20. 
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Katherine McKittrick writes: “multiculturalism demand(s) a predetermined Eurocentric terrain 

that the black diaspora enters or is mapped upon. Blackness is not, in this formulation, actively 

instrumental to the making and meaning of the nation and its diverse landscape; blackness is, 

instead an addendum.”69 The way in which multiculturalism upholds Canada’s two-founding 

nations myth works to sideline Indigeneity and Blackness. Fleming concluded his speech by 

suggesting that “[p]erhaps a neutral organizing body is needed to act as a kind of traffic cop 

between the various agencies and government departments.”70 In many ways, this foreshadowed 

NOIVMW which, was not neutral. The rhetoric of multiculturalism within Fleming’s speech as 

well as his limited representation of immigrant women worked to legitimize Canadian 

multiculturalism. However, the fact that the endurance of multiculturalism was dependent on 

events like these and attempts at societal inculcation demonstrates that it existed tenuously 

because people could refuse to listen to its messages. As exemplified in the paternalistic 

language of Fleming, the 1981 Conference is an early example of the Canadian state attempting 

to establish itself as a gatekeeper of immigrant women’s organizing.  

 The theme of the second national conference in Winnipeg was “Immigrant-Visible 

Minority Women in Action Forward Looking Strategies for the 1990s.” It was organized by the 

1981 National Follow-up Committee along with the help of the Immigrant Women’s Association 

of Manitoba. Some accounts of the 1986 Conference indicate that the National Action 

Committee, which had been established following the 1985 consultation meeting with Minister 

Murta, was also involved in the planning of the conference and that there was a power struggle 

between the 1981 Follow-up Committee and the 1985 National Action Committee.71 Similar to 

 
69 Katherine McKittrick, “Wait Canada Anticipate Black,” The CLR James Journal 20, no. 1/2 (July 1, 2014): 243–

44. 
70 Fleming, “Notes on a Speech,” 23. 
71 Salome Loucas, “Breaking Ground,” 7.  



 

  68 

the 1981 Conference, several government officials gave speeches.72 Though, on the whole, it 

appears that the government played a smaller role in the 1986 Conference. This decision was 

influenced by the criticisms about the lack of representation of grassroots organizations at the 

1981 Conference. Ultimately, it was decided that “conference delegates should be elected or 

appointed by local and provincial organizations, and not by the federal government.”73 However, 

in the end, the Conference was critiqued by the Ontario Delegation for having too large a 

government presence. In a letter to the newly established NOIVMW following the 1986 

Conference, the Ontario Delegation wrote: “[t]oo much of our valuable time has been wasted 

listening to speeches and politicians pontificate when we could have been talking to each 

other.”74 Different activists and organizations held different, sometimes oppositional, ideas about 

the role of the government within immigrant women’s organizing further demonstrating the 

heterogeneity of this activism. 

At the 1986 Conference, the recommendations from the 1981 Conference were further 

refined and presented to ministers. Carmencita Hernandez, who helped form the Toronto chapter 

of the Coalition Against the Marcos Dictatorship as well as the Ontario Coalition of Visible 

Minority Women, wrote that the main areas of focus at the conference included “language 

training, employment training, health and social services, immigration, funding and the status of 

women.”75 Moreover, the Conference was structured around the principal question of forming a 

 
72 These include Barbara McDougall, Minister of State Responsible for the Status of Women Canada, Judy 

Wasylycia-Leis, Manitoba Minister Responsible for the Status of Women, and David Crombie, Secretary of State 
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prominent in the speech of Minister Fleming. 
73 Elizabeth Lee, “Second National Conference,” pg. 156, found in “National Conference Immigrant Visible 
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74 Emphasis in original. See Ontario Delegation, Untitled Letter, found in “National Conference Immigrant Visible 

Minority Women 1986,” pg. 122, 10-058-S8-SS2-F2, box 11, file 2 UOWA. 
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national organization for immigrant and visible minority women. Various panels and workshops 

debated the advantages and disadvantages of a national organization. If they did establish a 

national organization for immigrant and visible minority women, what model would be best 

suited? These discussions occurred prior to a vote of the over 250 attendees. The possibility of 

establishing two national organizations – one for immigrant women and one for visible minority 

women was also raised. Some expressed concerns that two organizations would cause “rift and 

division” and that one organization would garner more attention and funding than the other.76 

Moreover, as Das Gupta notes, these labels, “are highly contested mutually overlapping 

categories whose boundaries are always changing,” making it difficult to separate them.77 At the 

closing of the Conference on Saturday November 8th, 1986, the results of the vote about whether 

or not to form a national organization were announced. As the worst snowstorm Winnipeg had 

experienced in years roared outside, inside, the singular, aspirational National Organization of 

Immigrant and Visible Minority Women (NOIVMW) was brought into being. British Columbia 

representative Raminder Dosanjh reflected on this decision stating “in the end, we all came 

together and said, yes we can work together, we can deal with all of these issues together. We’ll 

be much stronger."78 

 Very soon after the Conference ended, critiques were circulated. Activists from the 

Ontario Delegation in particular, were not satisfied with the 1986 Conference and expressed 

concerns about the embryonic NOIVMW. In addition to their frustration about the overly 

involved role of government, the Ontario Delegation was disappointed with the inadequacy of 

childcare at the conference as well as the rigidity of the agenda which foreclosed opportunities 
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for fruitful, spontaneous discussion. Moreover, they expressed concerns not only about the 

exclusion of immigrant women of colour in the planning of the Conference, but also about the 

delay in receiving their invitations. Further, the Delegation discussed broader issues in 

communication and the lack of clarity around what constituted a delegate versus an observer.79 

The Ontario Delegation’s most sustained critique pertained to the “Citizenship Court” which was 

a ceremony that opened the conference. The Delegation wrote:  

[w]e found the opening of the conference with a court ceremony to be inappropriate. It 

made many of us who are not citizens feel that our contribution to the ongoing 

development of this country is not recognized. For those of us who are citizens, we were 

reminded of the bitter fact that citizenship does not guarantee social, economic, or 

political equality in this country. Furthermore, for those of us from countries under 

colonial rule, the paternalism and uniforms were a reminder of the oppression.80 

 

 These immigrant women activists leveraged their subjectivities to marshal a critique of 

citizenship. As Das Gupta writes, many immigrant women “played counter hegemonic roles by 

questioning and challenging the state’s accepted practices.”81 In this scenario, the Ontario 

Delegation challenged accepted practices around performances of citizenship borrowed from the 

state and legitimized at the 1986 Conference. This counter-hegemonic perspective stemmed from 

experiences of being excluded from Canadian nation-building.82 Despite these criticisms, the 

Ontario Delegation remained hopeful in the work that NOIVMW might accomplish in the 

future.83 

 Early on, WWIW had sounded the alarm bells regarding the 1986 Conference and the 

eventual formation of a national organization. Das Gupta describes WWIW as “the most 

 
79 Ontario Delegation, Untitled Letter, 121. 
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outspoken community organization of immigrant women at the time.”84 Under the leadership of 

Salome Loucas, WWIW had a policy to only work with the government on the organization’s 

terms which translated into very little government involvement in the organization’s work.85 

Early in the organization’s history, in 1976, government officials who were part of WWIW’s 

membership were asked to leave.86 This began a rocky relationship between WWIW and the 

Canadian state. As the Ontario Delegation did in their criticisms of the 1986 Conference, WWIW 

took issue with the absence of immigrant women of colour from the planning of the Conference 

as well as the exclusion of racism from the Conference agenda.87 Salome Loucas reflected that 

they “were not prepared to let [the conference planning committee] get away with it. This issue 

dominated the first two days of the Conference.”88 In response to their criticisms, WWIW was 

insensitively told that they “were not ready for a national organization.”89 Salome Loucas 

reflected in her interview with me that, “it was very difficult with the national organization, we 

never really had a very good relationship because we always felt that there wasn’t enough 

representation of the grassroots.”90 According to Das Gupta, NOIVMW declined in the 1990s 

due to funding cuts.91 The critiques made against the 1986 Conference and NOIVMW illustrate 

resistance to the interventions by the Canadian state in immigrant women’s organizing. 

Ultimately, the decision to work with government was an individual group’s to make. 

Organizations like NOIVMW that worked with the Canadian state often enjoyed a stronger voice 
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in federal politics and the chance to enact policy changes though they often sacrificed their 

autonomy. Organizations who chose not to work with the government, and opted instead for a 

more grassroots approach, like WWIW, often struggled with funding and resources. However, 

they enjoyed more self-determination and often nurtured subversive politics that improved the 

everyday lives of immigrant women and raised political consciousness. 

Conclusion 

 

 The omnipresence of the Canadian state in the activism of immigrant women indicates 

that immigrant women were as much a site of struggle for the government as the government 

was for them. The proliferation of immigrant women’s organizing coincided with the 

development of multiculturalism. In intervening within immigrant women’s activism, the 

Canadian state attempted to not only control the parameters of immigrant women’s organizing, 

but also to disseminate and legitimize their own government policies like multiculturalism. This 

was evident in the 1981 and 1986 National Conferences of Immigrant (and Visible Minority) 

Women. State intervention also manifested in funding for immigrant women’s groups. The 

limited nature of government funding put immigrant women’s organizations in a vulnerable 

position and often worked against their ambitions. Government produced reports worked to 

delegitimize immigrant women’s epistemologies and situated the Canadian state as the authority 

on immigrant women. The attempts to control immigrant women’s organizing and exalt certain 

people as representatives of immigrant women’s activism were challenged by the strong 

presence of progressive grassroots organizations like WWIW. Indeed, as much as the Canadian 

state exerted power over immigrant women, it was not all encompassing. The challenges 

immigrant women made to state control of their activism as well as government policies reveals 

that the Canadian state not only limited immigrant women’s activism but also propelled it 
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forward by inciting new debates, giving rise to new groups, and alternative tactics of political 

organizing. Ultimately, this strengthened and sustained the political work of immigrant women. 

The fraught relationship immigrant women had to the Canadian government is mirrored in their 

dynamics with bosses and workplace management whom they organized against as I discuss in 

the following chapter. 



 

  74 

Chapter 3:  

“Would You Like to Work in a Factory Under Spy Cameras?”1: Immigrant Women, 

Leftist Networks, and Deindustrialization 

 

 In organizing for change, immigrant women activists often discussed their threefold 

oppression as “women, as workers, and as immigrants.”2 Class, then, was always central to 

immigrant women’s organizing. After all, immigrant women worked in higher numbers than 

their Canadian counterparts and predominantly in sectors like the garment and textile industry 

which were rife with exploitation. As activists mobilized for better working conditions and job 

opportunities for immigrant women, they came up against deindustrialization brought about by 

global economic restructuring. This chapter considers the creative ways in which immigrant 

women activists responded to worsening labour standards, the threat of factory closures, and the 

broader displacement of immigrant women workers within the context of deindustrialization in 

Toronto from the 1970s to the 1990s. The innovative tactics leveraged by immigrant women 

activists in response to deindustrialization shaped their organizing in manifold ways. Overall, it 

brought an increased visibility to their work and underscored its political, often militant nature. It 

also forged important networks between immigrant women’s organizing and other leftist 

activism in Toronto, particularly the labour movement and women’s movement. This is reflected 

in the wide media coverage that immigrant women’s labour organizing received in both Toronto 

as well as in other cities across the country.  

 The methods that immigrant women activists used to respond to deindustrialization were 

many and varied, born out of broader leftist networks as well as formed autonomously within 

immigrant women’s grassroots organizations. As one example, I consider the ongoing labour 

 
1 “Labour: Puretex Dispute,” (1978-1979) found in NAC fonds, 10-024-S2-SS5-F8, box 32, file 7, UOWA. 
2 “WWIW Newsletters,” 10-058-S6-F19, box 7, file 22, UOWA. 
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disputes at Puretex Knitting Company throughout the 1970s. These campaigns reveal the efforts 

that immigrant women organizers took to confront the precarity caused by deindustrialization. I 

narrow focus on the 1978 strike at Puretex over numerous exploitative labour conditions, most 

notably, the non-consensual installation of surveillance cameras on the factory floor. With a 

workforce comprised predominantly of immigrant women, this campaign and the significant 

media coverage it received acted as an important moment in drawing public attention to 

immigrant women’s organizing, which in turn, disrupted stereotypes about immigrant women as 

apolitical. I conclude by discussing the significant transformation in immigrant women’s 

garment and textile work from the factory to the home which began in the late 1980s and firmly 

took hold by the 1990s with the passage of the U.S.-Canada Free Trade Agreement in 1989 and 

the North American Free Trade Agreement of 1994.3 The labour activism surrounding Puretex as 

well as immigrant women’s efforts to organize homeworkers in the 1990s demonstrates that 

immigrant women organizers were attentive to global deindustrialization’s uneven impact.   

Though this chapter focuses on the important challenges immigrant women activists 

made to deindustrialization, I maintain that these are not David and Goliath stories. To suggest a 

triumphant narrative would be to overlook the profound structural decimation brought about by 

deindustrialization. The Puretex Knitting Factory closed in 1984. However, the activism 

surrounding the Puretex Knitting Factory remains an important example in how immigrant 

women’s organizing took on labour issues and worked to challenge the exploitative capitalist 

order. In emphasizing the loss wrought by deindustrialization, I take up Steven High’s call to 

 
3 Bruce Campbell, “Restructuring the Economy: Canada into the Free Trade Era,” in The Political Economy of 

North American Free Trade, ed. Ricardo Grinspun and Maxwell A. Cameron (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 

1993), 89–104; Cirila Quintero-Ramirez, “The North American Free Trade Agreement and Women: The Canadian 

and Mexican Experiences,” International Feminist Journal of Politics 4, no. 2 (2002): 240–59; Colleen Fuller, “Still 

Getting Screwed: Women and NAFTA,” Kinesis (Vancouver), 1996, 10. 
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expose “the structural violence of deindustrialization” within immigrant communities in 

particular.4 In de-centering the “WASP woman worker,” this chapter challenges the 

hypermasculinity and white hegemony of labor history as well as deindustrialization studies.5 

High has noted that “women in the rapidly deindustrializing clothing, textile and electrical 

industries have received far less scholarly or public attention.”6 Moreover, despite the fact that 

immigrants in general and immigrant women in particular worked in manufacturing jobs in high 

numbers, they have received little attention in deindustrialization studies. In placing immigrant 

women’s labour activism within deindustrialization studies, we can gain new insights into the 

varied manifestations of deindustrialization.   

Immigration, the Canadian Labour Market, and Deindustrialization 

 

 Immigrant women activists acutely understood the relationship between Canadian 

immigration practices and labour market needs. As then coordinator of WWIW, Maria Teresa 

Larrain, wrote in a position paper: “Canada needs our labour power. Immigration policies are 

closely linked with the needs of the labour market in Canada.”7 Migration scholars confirm the 

strong connection between Canadian immigration practices and labour market demands while 

also acknowledging other factors including humanitarian pressures, “push” factors in countries 

of origin, and bilateral cooperation between governments.8 By the late 1970s, immigrant women 

 
4 Steven High, “The ‘Normalized Quiet of Unseen Power’: Recognizing the Structural Violence of 

Deindustrialization as Loss,” Urban History Review 48, no. 2 (2021): 97–115. 
5 Franca Iacovetta, “Labouring Feminism and Feminist Working-Class History in North America and Beyond,” 

International Labor and Working-Class History 70, no. 1 (October 2006): 155–58. 
6 Steven High, “‘The Wounds of Class’: A Historiographical Reflection on the Study of Deindustrialization, 1973–

2013,” History Compass 11, no. 11 (2013): 1002. 
7 WWIW, “Speeches and Reports,” 10-058-S5-F7, box 5, file 15, UOWA. 
8 Laura Madokoro, Elusive Refuge: Chinese Migrants in the Cold War (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 2016); Franca Iacovetta, Gatekeepers: Reshaping Immigrant Lives in Cold War Canada (Toronto: 

Between the Lines, 2006); Lubomyr Y. Luciuk, Searching for Place: Ukrainian Displaced Persons, Canada, and 

the Migration of Memory (Toronto, Ontario: University of Toronto Press, 2001); Mustafa Aksakal and Kerstin 

Schmidt, “Temporary Migration and Inequalities in the Asian–European Migration System,” Asian and Pacific 

Migration Journal : APMJ 29, no. 3 (2020): 319–32. 
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were relegated to the top and bottom rungs of the labour market with little representation in 

between.9 This reflected immigration admission practices dating back to the 1950s which 

prioritized the entry of two types of workers: the professional and the unskilled or semi-skilled 

worker. The postwar years up to the early 1970s have been highlighted by historians as a period 

of economic prosperity in Canada.10 Albeit, as Magda Fahrni and Robert Rutherdale argue, this 

economic prosperity was experienced unevenly.11 During this period, there was a need for highly 

trained professionals “to fuel an expanding economy marked by increased technology.”12 In the 

1950s and 1960s especially, immigration patterns reflected this emphasis on professionals and 

immigrant men and women were highly represented in professions within science and 

academia.13 It is important to note that this data is not aggregated by country of origin or race. As 

Ninette Kelley and Michael Trebilcock highlight, “the emphasis on skills and education 

disqualified most immigrants from developing countries” during this period, despite the 

introduction of the point system in 1967 which claimed to be racially neutral.14 Throughout the 

1950s to the 1970s, though professional immigrants were preferred, there was also a high 

demand for unskilled and semi-skilled workers in service, manufactory, and machinery. 

Immigrants who fulfilled this need often entered under the sponsorship program.15 The late 

1970s marked a period of economic hardship in Canada and by the early 1980s, the country was 

in the midst of its worst recession since the mid 1930s with fewer job opportunities.16 As a result, 

 
9 Arnopoulos, “Problems of Immigrant Women in the Canadian Labour Force,” 3. 
10 Robert Allen Rutherdale and Magdalena Fahrni, Creating Postwar Canada: Community, Diversity, and Dissent, 

1945-75 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2008), 3. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Arnopoulos, “Problems of Immigrant Women in the Canadian Labour Force,” 8. 
13 Arnopoulos, “Problems of Immigrant Women," 4. 
14 This is also largely due to the fact that their education credentials did not qualify in Canada. See Kelley and 

Trebilcock, The Making of the Mosaic, 351. 
15 Kelley and Trebilcock, The Making of the Mosaic, 353. 
16 Kelley and Trebilcock, The Making of the Mosaic, 383. 
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the country’s intake of immigrants sharply dropped though it significantly increased its 

admission of refugees fleeing war and persecution.17 Most important in the relationship between 

immigration practices and the Canadian labour market for my focus is that by the early 1980s, 

immigrant women occupied low-paying jobs in the service and manufacturing industries more 

than any other group.18 For the sake of scope, this chapter focuses on immigrant women’s place 

in the garment and textile industry and how immigrant women organizers responded to the needs 

of garment workers who faced displacement as a result of deindustrialization.19    

 Deindustrialization can be broadly defined as the closure of factories and decline in 

industrial jobs as a result of the dispersal of production to lower wage areas. However, in order 

to grapple with the antecedents of deindustrialization as well as its aftermath, it is necessary to 

think beyond the plant closure. Deindustrialization scholars have underscored the “global 

ubiquity and local divergence in experiences of deindustrialization.”20 Winona Giles and Valerie 

Preston have furthered emphasized the relationship between the global and the local in 

deindustrialization arguing that “the effects of global restructuring are manifested at the local 

level where they can be studied best.”21 From the 1950s to 1970s, Toronto saw an overall drop in 

 
17 Ibid. 
18 Arnopoulos, “Problems of Immigrant Women in the Canadian Labour Force,” 6. 
19 For scholarship on immigrant women in the service industry see Miranda, “An Unlikely Collection of Union 

Militants.”; Noula Mina, “Taming and Training Greek ‘Peasant Girls’ and the Gendered Politics of Whiteness in 

Postwar Canada: Canadian Bureaucrats and Immigrant Domestics, 1950s–1960s,” The Canadian Historical Review 

102, no. s3 (2021): s854–75; Rhacel Salazar Parrenas, “Transgressing the Nation-State: The Partial Citizenship and 

‘Imagined (Global) Community’ of Migrant Filipina Domestic Workers,” Signs (Chicago, Ill.) 26, no. 4 (2001): 

1129–54; Ethel Tungohan, “Global Care Chains and the Spectral Histories of Care Migration,” International 

Journal of Care and Caring 3, no. 2 (2019): 229–45; Abigail B. Bakan and Daiva K. Stasiulis, Not One of the 

Family: Foreign Domestic Workers in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997); Makeda Silvera, 

Silenced: Makeda Silvera Talks with Working Class Caribbean Women about Their Lives and Struggles as 

Domestic Workers in Canada, 2nd ed. (Toronto: Sister Vision, 1989). 
20 Steven High, Lachlan MacKinnon, and Andrew Perchard, eds., The Deindustrialized World: Confronting 

Ruination in Postindustrial Places (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2017), ix. 
21 Valerie Preston and Wenona Giles, “Ethnicity, Gender and Labour Markets in Canada: A Case Study of 

Immigrant Women in Toronto,” Canadian Journal of Urban Research 6, no. 2 (1997): 137. 
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its industrial workforce from 76% to 25%.22 In the case of the garment and textile industry in 

Toronto, the establishment of maquiladoras in Latin American countries, especially Mexico, 

beginning in the 1960s and their ascendency in the 1980s marked an important moment in the 

industry’s decline. Maquilas are foreign owned factories that operate in duty free and tariff free 

zones which offer lower production costs and higher profits therefore remaining highly 

competitive in the international market. This in turn results in “deindustrialization in developed 

countries and a precarious industrialization, with lower labour standards, in developing 

countries.”23 This global economic restructuring firmly took hold by the late 1970s which 

coincided with an important shift that historian Joan Sangster has identified in the postwar 

Canadian economy. Sangster argues that in the immediate postwar years, there existed a “tacit 

agreement between capital, the state, and the established labour movement that gave labour some 

important legal protections, and capital the stability it needed to Taylorize production, augment 

productivity, and sustain profits.”24 1974 marked “the beginning of the end” of this Fordist 

accord and the erosion of the welfare state.25 Deindustrialization, then, also unfolded alongside 

neoliberalism. 

Situating the labour disputes at Puretex within the broader context of deindustrialization 

requires a broader understanding of deindustrialization. In order to probe at its longer trajectory 

and relationship to immigrant women workers we need to “rethink the chronology, memory, 

 
22 See Jon Caulfield, City Form and Everyday Life: Toronto’s Gentrification and Critical Social Practice (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1994), 76; Leon Muszynski, The Deindustrialization of Metropolitan Toronto: Case 

Studies. (Toronto: Social Planning Council of Metropolitan Toronto, 1985). 
23 Cirila Quintero-Ramirez, “The North American Free Trade Agreement and Women: The Canadian and Mexican 

Experiences,” International Feminist Journal of Politics 4, no. 2 (2002): 241. 
24 Joan Sangster, Transforming Labour Women and Work in Post-War Canada, Studies in Gender and History 

Transforming Labour (Toronto [Ont: University of Toronto Press, 2010), 4. 
25 Ibid. 
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spatial relations, culture, and politics of what we have come to call ‘deindustrialization.’”26 

Conflating deindustrialization with factory closures and the subsequent “body count” of job 

losses risks backsliding into a nostalgia, that for immigrant women, never was. Factory work, 

though always potentially hazardous, produced a notion of white working-class masculinity 

which celebrated the hard won gains of “a decent wage that helped secure men’s position as head 

of the household, arduous and sometimes risky activity, appreciation for physical strength, pride 

in producing the materials and good.”27 As a result, the loss of this work often triggered a crisis 

in masculinity.28 However, for immigrant women, factories could not be so easily viewed with 

the same sentimentality. Factories were often sites of monitored washroom breaks, 

discrimination, surprise visits from immigration officers, and sometimes sexual violence.29 What 

is a tenuous construction of working class nostalgia for some happened amidst the backdrop of 

less prideful histories of exploitation. Deindustrialization, then, is best understood as “a process, 

a historical transformation that marks not just a quantitative and qualitative change in 

employment, but a fundamental change in social fabric.”30 This broader understanding of 

deindustrialization creates space for analyses that consider practices of deindustrialization that 

prefigure factory closures. The fight against video camera surveillance at Puretex Knitting 

 
26 Jefferson Cowie and Joseph Heathcott, eds., Beyond the Ruins: The Meanings of Deindustrialization (Ithaca, NY ; 

ILR Press, 2003), 2. 
27 Sherry Lee Linkon, “Men without Work: White Working-Class Masculinity in Deindustrialization Fiction,” 

Contemporary Literature 55, no. 1 (2014): 149. 
28 Chitra Joshi, “On ‘De-Industrialization’ and the Crisis of Male Identities,” International Review of Social History 

47, no. S10 (November 2002): 159–75; Anoop Nayak, “Displaced Masculinities: Chavs, Youth and Class in the 

Post-Industrial City,” Sociology 40, no. 5 (October 1, 2006): 813–31. 
29 To list a few examples: Immigrant women workers at Puretex discuss their washroom breaks being monitored in 

Marina Strauss, “Doors Closed to Smith for Opposing ‘Spying,’” The Globe and Mail, November 30, 1978. Joyce 

Fraser discusses raids from immigration officers at factories with high numbers of immigrant women workers to 

crack down on illegal immigration in J. C. Fraser, Cry of the Illegal Immigrant (Toronto: Williams-Wallace 

Productions International, 1980). In 1983, five immigrant women from Colombia and Peru made a sexual 

harassment complaint against Commodore Business Machines Ltd. See, WWIW, “Reflections from the Working 

Women’s Community Centre,” (1983-1984) in “WWIW Newsletters,” 10-058-S6-F19, box 7, file 22, UOWA. 
30 Emphasis added. See Cowie and Heathcott, Beyond the Ruins, 5–6.  
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Company can be understood as a step in a larger process of deindustrialization because it reveals 

anxieties about the accrue of capital which drives deindustrialization.  

Ongoing Labour Disputes at Puretex Knitting Company 

 

Puretex Knitting Company was a multigenerational garment factory owned and operated 

by the Satok family that first opened in Toronto in the 1940s.31 The 1978 strike against the 

surveillance cameras was only one of many labour disputes between the employees and 

management throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s until the factory’s eventual closure. During 

this period, the factory employed between 190-250 employees, which was larger than most 

garment factories in Toronto at that time.32 Approximately eighty to ninety percent of workers at 

Puretex were immigrant women, with a majority being Italian women. A significant number had 

immigrated from Portugal and Greece as well as the Caribbean, though to a slightly lesser 

extent.33 Puretex was unionized in 1972 by the Canadian Textile and Chemical Union (CTCU). 

The CTCU was founded by Madeleine Parent and her husband Kent Rowley after they were 

ousted out of the United Textile Workers of America by the American Federation of Labour. 

CTCU was affiliated with the Confederation of Canadian Unions (CCU). In contrast to the more 

conservative Canadian Labour Congress, the CCU had a more militant labour politics.34 

Moreover, Parent and Rowley were accused communist sympathizers, which according to Joan 

Sangster, “may have been shaped by an irrational anti-communism, but it also emerged because 

 
31 This is an estimation based on newspaper articles about Puretex in the mid-1980s that state that the factory had 

been in operation for forty years. There are also some cursory references to the Satoks being Jewish. 
32 At the time of the 1978 strike, the number of Puretex employees gets reported as either 220 or 250 with 

approximately 20 of them being men. Mason Godden, “Contesting Big Brother: Legal Mobilization against 

Workplace Surveillance in the Puretex Knitting Company Strike, 1978–1979,” Labour (Halifax) 86, no. 86 (2020): 

71.For a discussion about the on-average smaller size of garment factories during this period, see Das Gupta, Racism 

and Paid Work, 40.  
33 “Strike Is Suspended Until Vote on Offer,” The Globe and Mail, November 3, 1972. 
34 Mason Godden, “Contesting Big Brother: Legal Mobilization against Workplace Surveillance in the Puretex 

Knitting Company Strike, 1978–1979,” Labour (Halifax) 86, no. 86 (2020): 80. 
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Madeleine Parent and Kent Rowley were leftists who criticized the union leadership, and called 

for more rank-and-file militancy.”35 Parent was a staunch supporter of Puretex workers in their 

many labour disputes and encouraged the immigrant women workers to stand on the frontline 

because they were most knowledgeable about the exploitation they faced and the changes that 

needed to occur.36 The fact that Puretex was unionized by the CTCU already associated them 

with militancy which stoked a lot of fear in the anti-union management of Puretex.  

Prior to unionization with the CTCU in 1972, employers at Puretex faced a 48-hour work 

week, not including overtime, and were paid the lowest legal minimum wage at $1.68 an hour. 

On average, other unskilled and semi-skilled labourers in Toronto in industries like auto and 

plastics made $2.68 an hour and enjoyed a 40-hour work week.37 According to Tania Das Gupta 

the garment industry has been characterized by “its vulnerability to low-wage import 

competition, its low capacity for technological innovation and its historical dependence on the 

cheapened labour of immigrant women and women of colour.”38 Prior to becoming the 

coordinator of WWIW in 1984, Salome Loucas worked as a cutter at Puretex. She recalled to me 

her early involvement with unionization at Puretex: “nobody called me, I called them. I had no 

political experience at the time, but the minute I figured that employers are so dead against 

unions and organizing, in my head, [I thought], there is something here.”39 Indeed, efforts to 

unionize Puretex were met with resistance from management from the beginning. When they 

discovered CTCU’s initial attempts to organize the factory in the fall of 1971, “the Company 

fired three workers and searched the lockers and private effects of its employees for any trace of 

 
35 Joan Sangster, “Historical Legacies,” Labour / Le Travail 70, no. 1 (2012): 70. 
36 Leone Kirkwood, “Organizer Uses Direct Approach to Get Women Involved in Unions,” The Globe and Mail, 

December 7, 1972. 
37 Margaret Daly, “Small Metro Factories Keep Wages Low: Unions,” The Toronto Star, July 25, 1972. 
38 Das Gupta, Racism and Paid Work, 41. 
39 Salome Loucas, Interview with Julia Aguiar.  
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union membership.”40 Moreover, company spokesperson, Leslie Cappe, used the media to 

delegitimize immigrant women’s workers concerns and claim Puretex’s innocence. He told the 

Toronto Star that he had “no idea why the union picked our company to organize.”41 Cappe 

characterized the CTCU as “a very left-wing, nationalistic, political union” which clearly incited 

anxiety that the CTCU  might politicize Puretex workers.42 The company argued that their 

workers were paid “fairly well” and that “most of these jobs are unskilled, and this is not a high 

paying industry; there are fantastic market pressures on us.”43 Cappe’s comments reflect the 

fraught relationship between immigrant women and unionization. As scholar Najja Modibo 

argues, immigrant women are expected to “be grateful that "I (management) give you a job, now 

you go and join the union to fight us.’”44 In supporting unionization, workers were casted as 

ungrateful by company management like Cappe. While Puretex attempted to represent 

themselves as fair employers, immigrant women workers simultaneously spoke out about being 

“underpaid and overworked,” and expressed their support for unionization.45 As 17 year old 

Puretex employee Anna Maria Calvaruso told the Toronto Star: “the union can at least help us 

get some good pay for all our work.”46 After much stalling from Puretex and the Ontario Labour 

Relations Board, towards the end of June 1972, the CTCU received certification to be Puretex’s 

union.  

The unionization of Puretex was only a small step in achieving the better pay and 

working conditions that workers and labour organizers demanded. Union organizers and workers 

 
40 CTC Bulletin, quoted in Godden, “Contesting Big Brother,” 81. 
41 Daly, “Small Metro Factories Keep Wages Low: Unions.” 
42 Ibid.  
43 Ibid.  
44 Najja N. Modibo, “Immigrant Women’s Participation in Toronto Union Locals,” Race, Gender & Class (Towson, 

Md.) 2, no. 3 (1995): 92. 
45 Godden, “Contesting Big Brother,” 81. 
46 Daly, “Small Metro Factories Keep Wages Low: Unions.” 
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faced a new set of challenges when they quickly began first contract negotiations following 

unionization. Madeleine Parent was strategic in getting immigrant women workers to serve as 

eight of the nine union representatives “regardless of how well they spoke English.”47 The 

significant representation of immigrant women workers on the contract negotiating team was 

important in securing a fair contract and in putting pressure on Puretex management who were 

continually uncooperative. For example, at conciliation meetings, Puretex continually withheld a 

new wage offer.48 As management continued to stall, Puretex workers began planning a strike, 

which they were well within their rights to do. However, their union, the CTCU, did not support 

strike action and overruled the 64-member strike vote, deciding instead to wait for a response 

from Puretex management about their proposed contract. With yet another round of negotiation 

underway without any sign of ending, at 4am on November 2nd, 1972, the immigrant women 

workers took things into their own hands. In an attempt to add pressure and prevent a stalemate, 

Puretex workers began a picket outside of Puretex in the rain despite the instructions of their 

union.49 This successfully resulted in Puretex management conceding and agreeing to the first 

contract. With this victory came a raise of 40 cents an hour in two stages, with a maximum of 80 

cents an hour, as well as a reduction in the work week from 48 hours to 45 hours, with overtime 

after 48 hours. Additional gains included “eight paid statutory holidays, improved vacation pay, 

bereavement pay, and company payment of health premium payments.”50 Puretex’s first contract 

was recognized as a strong one by prominent labour organizer Laurell Ritchie.  

 
47 Kirkwood, “Organizer Uses Direct Approach to Get Women Involved in Unions.” 
48 Godden, “Contesting Big Brother,” 83. 
49 Godden, "Contesting Big Brother," 84. 
50 “Puretex, Union Reach Accord on First Pact,” The Globe and Mail, November 6, 1972. 
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The unionization of Puretex lived on in the collective memory of immigrant women’s 

organizing. It was even adapted for television by Alan King and produced by the CBC in 1977. 

“Maria” follows a spirited 24-year-old Italian immigrant woman garment worker who works at a 

factory replete with exploitative labour conditions and low pay. Refusing to be victimized, Maria 

tells the audience “yeah, I got feelings. Not sad feelings. Mad feelings.”51 Maria channels this 

anger into a union drive at the factory where she works. Echoing the unionization of Puretex, the 

management at Maria’s factory are unsupportive of their workers’ desire to unionize. Maria’s 

boss expresses his betrayal, in overtly paternalistic terms, lamenting that he “treated her like [his] 

own granddaughter.”52 Whereas Puretex successfully unionized, its fictionalized version was 

unsuccessful due to a tie. However, Maria realizes that all is not lost. “They (management) were 

scared. We scared the hell out of them,” she declares to her co-workers, and they laugh, 

jubilantly realizing their collective power.53 They vow to try again as soon as they can in six 

months. “We gotta do some organizing in the meantime,” Maria announces -- their attempt at 

unionization having politicized them and contributed to something bigger.54 The film was 

inspired by Maria Scarpelli, a folder-separator at Puretex and President of the factory’s Local 

560 who “barrel[ed] in on every dispute.”55 The screenwriter Rick Salutin first met Scarpelli at 

“a meeting telling people to stand up, others to shut up and sit down...You could just see she had 

a real sense of self."56 The film was widely circulated amongst immigrant women’s groups in 

Toronto. INTERCEDE, a coalition for the rights of domestic workers founded in 1979, screened 

 
51 Alan King, Maria (Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC), 1977), 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/AO07dTf41ko. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
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it at a meeting in 1985 and reflected that “[t]he movie touched off a lively, and sometimes angry, 

discussion among the domestics who saw it. They spoke about what their rights are, how they 

can best express their needs, and how they can win recognition for their important contribution 

not only to their individual employers but also to Canadian society as a whole.”57 The 

unionization of Puretex was an important moment in the early activism of immigrant women and 

marked a commitment to working class politics. The film it inspired became an important 

cultural touchstone for activists in subsequent years.  

Labour disputes between Puretex management and its workers reemerged in 1976 when 

management installed nine surveillance cameras on the factory floor without any consultation or 

warning. Most egregious was a camera pointing at the women’s washroom. President of Puretex 

Gary Satok claimed he installed the cameras because he had been “robbed blind” by workers.58 

During arbitration in 1979, only one serious incident of theft by an employee was found. 

Moreover, “the woman was a member of a gang of shoplifters,” and acted in isolation.59 Satok 

told the Toronto Star: “I’ve got to see where my people are all day. I don’t have time to waste 

fooling around. How the hell am I supposed to run this place unless I know everyone’s doing 

their job? It’s necessary. Psychologically, they feel like they are being watched. And I can sit at 

my desk and cover 100,000 square feet and know my company is running the way it should. I’m 

telling you the workers here don’t even think about it.”60 Satok’s justification for installing the 

cameras was glaringly paternalistic, but it was also rooted in a profound anxiety about the 
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livelihood of his business. Whereas the Toronto his father opened Puretex in the 1940s 

experienced an industrial boom, the 1970s saw the reconstruction of manufacturing plants as 

well as a sharp decrease in the city’s manufacturing workforce.61 Threatened by the ongoing 

closures of factories around him, Satok turned to “the ever-expanding repertoire of surveillance 

strategies available to management, who had historically relied on measures such as “clocking 

in,” production quotas, and piecework wages to control their workers.”62 The cameras, then, can 

be read as a manifestation of deindustrial anxieties.  

Of course, Satok was incorrect in stating that Puretex workers “didn’t even think about” 

the increased surveillance of their work.63 Soon after the installation of the cameras, Puretex 

workers and their union launched a campaign that drew on the media, the labour movement, and 

broader feminist activism in Toronto. They also invoked the language of human rights in making 

their case for the removal of the cameras. In a statement to members of provincial Parliament, 

Puretex workers made clear that they found the use of cameras to be “offensive, embarrassing 

and discriminatory and a violation of the Ontario Human Rights Code.”64 The nonconsensual 

installation of the cameras was no ordinary labour violation, and it was also framed as a 

collective moral issue. “The issues affect us all: How far will the bugging go?” a CTCU poster 

read.65 Having recently signed a collective agreement, Puretex workers were not legally allowed 

to strike. Instead, they filed a complaint with the Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC). 

Ultimately, after almost two years of proceedings, this avenue was unsuccessful. Puretex 

 
61 Caulfield, City Form and Everyday Life, 76; Muszynski, The Deindustrialization of Metropolitan Toronto. 
62 Godden, “Contesting Big Brother,” 85. 
63 Mironowicz, “Union’s Fight over TV Monitors Going to Civil Rights Board.” 
64  “Complaint by the Canadian Textile and Chemical Union Against Puretex Knitting Co. LTD Under the Ontario 

Human Rights Code: Statement to Members of Parliament, Legislature of Ontario,” (May 4, 1978), found in WWIW 

fonds, 10-024-S2-SS5-F8, box 32, file 7, UOWA. 
65 “Labour: Puretex Dispute,” (1978-1979) found in WWIW fonds, 10-024-S2-SS5-F8, box 32, file 7, UOWA. 
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workers began striking in November of 1978 immediately following the expiration of their third 

collective agreement. Their demands included the removal of the cameras, a 40 cents an hour 

increase to improve their $3.60-$3.75 hourly wage, seniority rights, and more welfare provisions 

including improved vacations and holidays.66 They also sought to narrow the pay gap between 

male and female cutters. As Salome Loucas, who worked as a cutter at Puretex told me, “I was 

doing the same work as the guy next to me, but he was making two or three more dollars than I 

was making…I was a single parent, I had to support two kids. I could never see why he would 

make more money than me. It wasn’t any cheaper for me to get bread or milk in the store.”67 

These experiences mobilized Loucas to organize for pay parity. Scholar Mason Godden also 

notes that female cutters were subjected to the most scrutiny and surveillance from 

management.68  

The Puretex strike gathered immigrant women workers, labour organizers, and feminists 

alike. It therefore forged important networks between immigrant women activists and the leftist 

activism in Toronto. With immigrant women’s political organizing still in its early years, the 

Puretex strike, which lasted from the cold months of November 1978 to February 1979, was a 

formative event in the politicization of immigrant women. Prominent labour activists like 

Madeleine Parent and Laurell Ritchie had been longtime supporters of Puretex workers, and they 

again proved their commitment in the 1978 strike. Parent in particular used her significant public 

presence to garner support for the Puretex worker’s cause. Parent told the CBC “I think it’s 

unworthy of human beings that they should be scrutinized by cameras all of the time.”69 She also 

 
66 “Labour: Puretex Dispute,” (1978-1979) found in WWIW fonds, 10-024-S2-SS5-F8, box 32, file 7, UOWA. 
67 Salome Loucas, Interview with Julia Aguiar.  
68 Godden, “Contesting Big Brother,” 90. 
69 Barbara Frum, Madeleine Parent Discusses Puretex Strike, n.d., https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/1785261910. 
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emphasized the fact that there was no camera directed at the men’s washroom and that the 

cameras were altogether turned off during the evening shift which consisted mostly of men. In 

addition to drawing attention to the targeting of women workers, Parent also emphasized the 

women’s ethnic identities and status as immigrants in her public statements.70 She told the CBC 

in a television appearance that “they would not do this to male employees, and they are 

particularly discriminating against them because they are foreign born. They want to keep them 

off balance. Make them feel insecure on the job.”71 By focusing on the worker’s gender and 

immigration status, Parent elucidated the particular exploitation and precarity that immigrant 

women workers faced. While Parent had a sustained media presence, so too did immigrant 

women Puretex workers. Local 560 President Maria (Scarpelli) Iori often spoke to the media as 

well as other immigrant women workers.72 As one unidentified immigrant woman worker told 

the CBC “[t]hey're spying every minute, every move. We are like imprisoned.”73 In contrast to 

the immigrant women workers at Puretex, the male workers did not express the same feelings 

towards the increased surveillance at the factory when asked by the media. As picket captain 

Mirella Depiro told the CBC, most workplaces “already have closed circuit television, whether 

It’s obvious or not, it’s there. I think most people are pretty well used to it.”74 Surveillance 

studies scholars have argued that “while seemingly important for increasing women’s security in 

potentially dangerous public spaces, cameras can conversely be experienced by women as 

 
70 Godden, “Contesting Big Brother,” 89. 
71 “Workers Walk Out Over Orwellian tv Monitors,” segment on The National, CBC Television, 28 December 1978, 

CBC Digital Archives, https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/1785261056.  
72 Mironowicz, “Fiery Textile-Union Leader Fights Factory Ills and Dreams of Leisure”; Daly, “Small Metro 

Factories Keep Wages Low: Unions.” 
73 “Workers Walk Out Over Orwellian tv Monitors,” segment on The National, CBC Television, 28 December 1978, 

CBC Digital Archives, https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/1785261056. 
74 Ibid. 
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increasing insecurity…surveillance is often about men watching women.”75 The contested views 

about the surveillance cameras at Puretex were stratified along gender lines and the stakes for 

immigrant women workers falling under CCTV surveillance were much higher than men. The 

nonchalance of male employees towards the cameras coupled with the fact that the cameras were 

pointed at the women more than men indicate the highly gendered nature of surveillance and 

discipline.  

Further, the media presence of Parent and Puretex workers helped to frame immigrant 

women workers as political movers and shakers rather than purely victims of exploitation. Joe 

Davidson, past President of the Canadian Union of Postal Workers, told strikers at a rally “[y]ou 

women are going to be more photographed than most of the television and film stars in this 

country.”76 The solidarity that the Puretex strike forged between immigrant women and the 

labour movement was particularly significant given the male dominated nature of the labour 

movement.77 It also helped to broaden the perspective of the labour movement and “enlarged the 

definition of who could belong to an active and militant working class.”78 This in turn 

contributed to the politicization of immigrant women’s grassroots work in other areas including 

health and reproductive freedom as I discuss in the next chapter of this thesis. 

Several Toronto feminist groups also worked in solidarity with Puretex strikers which 

serves as another example of productive cooperation between immigrant women activists and the 

broader women’s movement. Organized Working Women (OWW), which had been established 

in 1975, was one such group. In its work to “bring the resources of the organized labour 

 
75 Robert Heynen and Emily van der Meulen, Expanding the Gaze: Gender and the Politics of Surveillance 
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movement to bear on promoting equality for women at work,” OWW was an important group in 

bringing together the politics, tactics, and goals of the women’s movement and the labour 

movement.79 OWW is therefore indicative of “the emerging connections between labour, the 

New Left, and feminist politics.”80 Through its involvement with the Puretex strike, we can also 

add OWW’s connection to immigrant women’s organizing. The imbrication of these social 

movements was important in developing the varied political landscape of Toronto. In January of 

1979, the Osgoode Law Union and York University Women’s Caucus held a conference on 

“women’s problems in the labour union.”81 Both Madeleine Parent and OWW founding 

president, Evelyn Armstrong, spoke about the struggles of Puretex workers. Conference 

organizers also collected $250 for Puretex strikers thus materially contributing to their cause. 

The cooperation between feminist groups and immigrant women workers forged an important 

alliance that would be bolstered as well as tested as immigrant women began increasingly 

organized into the 1980s and 1990s.  

The conclusion of the strike came after 52 hours of contract negotiations. 90% of workers 

agreed on a contract that guaranteed a 35 cents an hour increase which was celebrated for being 

“15 cents an hour above the pattern increases for time-work in the knitting industry.”82 The new 

two-year collective agreement also strengthened seniority and welfare rights as well as narrowed, 

though did not close, the pay gap between male and female cutters. The presence of the cameras 

in the factory remained unresolved. It was agreed that the most objectionable camera pointing at 
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the women’s washroom would be removed and that the fate of the other eight cameras would be 

decided by an arbitrator. Lawyer Francis Park acted as CTCU’s legal counsel for the arbitration. 

Calling on Puretex women workers to give testimonies, Park argued that the presence of the 

cameras was a “violation of human rights.”83 The arbitrator, Justice S.R. Ellis ruled in favour of 

Puretex workers stating that “any use of cameras that observe employees at work is intrinsically 

objectionable in human terms.”84 Puretex management was ordered to remove the cameras by 

June 29, 1979. They were, however, permitted to keep the cameras in the storage areas, the 

loading dock, and parking lot. The result of the arbitration was celebrated in the press. Madeleine 

Parent released the following statement: “[t]his decision is an important victory for the right of 

people to privacy and dignity at the workplace.”85 Maria (Scarpelli) Iori, who inspired the 1977 

film by Alan King, told the Toronto Star: “[i]t’s nice to get a good decision after all the bad ones. 

We’re very happy.”86 Puretex workers’ victory against management came as a result of their 

ongoing mobilization from the time of unionization earlier in the decade to their strategic media 

presence to their collaboration with labour organizers and feminists. It was not their first political 

action, and it would not be their last. 

Puretex Knitting Company felt the effects of the recession of the early 1980s and shut 

down in 1984. However, the closure came after yet another display of political mobilization from 

immigrant women workers. Early in the 1980s, the factory declared bankruptcy, was unable to 

 
83 Complaint by the Canadian Textile and Chemical Union Against Puretex Knitting Co. LTD Under the Ontario 
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repay the loans it had acquired, and began terminating employees. 87 Whereas management 

resigned itself to its fate, the CTCU stepped in and held a sit in demanding to meet with Puretex 

management to discuss having the loans forgiven. Ultimately, it was the immigrant women 

workers themselves who marched to the Toronto Dominion Bank to request that the loans be 

forgiven, and their jobs saved. Their efforts received coverage in the Montreal Gazette. Doris 

Anderson described the actions of the three Puretex women who picketed at the bank as “plotting 

how to take on the bank and a system.”88 Anderson’s language reflects the militancy with which 

the Puretex immigrant women workers were understood. The article also references the workers 

1978-1979 strike against “TV cameras to monitor how fast they worked and even how many 

times they went to the bathroom… A spunky group with a solid sense of community, they won 

those fights."89 These were not politically inexperienced women. Following their fight for 

unionization, immigrant women workers at Puretex became “political, militant, female 

subjects.”90 The women’s efforts granted them a stay of execution. However, this was not 

enough to meet the "rough economic times. The Canadian textile industry is old and finds it hard 

to compete against the low wages paid in the Third World. In the name of free enterprise, firms 

that stumble get chopped off. Fast."91 Indeed, the committed efforts of the women could not 

match the challenges posed by deindustrialization. However, this did not mark the end of 

immigrant women’s garment work. Rather than disappear, immigrant women’s garment work 

was moved into the home where it was rendered invisible, but persisted, nonetheless. 
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Garment Work Moves into the Home, Organizers Respond 

 

Homeworking emerged in Toronto in the late 1980s and 1990s as a result of global 

economic structuring triggered by agreements like the U.S.-Canada Free Trade Agreement in 

1989 and the North American Free Trade Agreement of 1994 which enabled corporations to 

move their manufacturing to areas with low costs and high profits. Garment homeworking was 

predominantly done by Chinese immigrant women in Toronto, but a significant number of 

Caribbean, Greek, Italian, and Portuguese women also did garment work from home. Das Gupta 

describes homeworkers as “those who manufacture or assemble commodities or provide services 

from home to an employer who frequently acts as a contractor for a large company. 

Homeworkers are usually paid piece wages, and studies have revealed that most of them are 

super-exploited, being paid less than minimum wages and grossly over-worked. Homeworkers 

do not own capital, they do not control their own labour process and they do not employ others, 

although they may be assisted by unpaid family members.”92  

As Cirila Quintero-Ramírez has argued, agreements like NAFTA led to worsening labour 

conditions for women workers both in the deindustrializing cities like Toronto and in maquilas in 

Mexico. Quintero-Ramírez points to the rise of homework in Toronto as an example of the ways 

that women who worked in maquilas in Mexico and immigrant women who were displaced from 

their factor jobs and forced into homework were both exploited through abysmal working 

conditions.93 Quintero-Ramírez’s analysis demonstrates that deindustrialization does not begin 

and end with factory closures. Deindustrialization also worked by “find[ing] nooks in developed 
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countries in which [companies] can obtain their cost-cutting and profit maximizing goals.”94 

Roxana Ng argued that homework contributed to the re-colonization of women from the Global 

South who had migrated to Canada fleeing exploitative working conditions. In reference to the 

confluence of free trade zones and deindustrialization in cities like Toronto, Ng wrote that 

“women from third world countries are being re-colonized, but this time not so much in their 

home country as in the developed part of the world to which they fled to escape from the effects 

of underdevelopment.”95 The continued exploitation of immigrant women following the mass 

closure of factories demonstrates how deindustrialization created new, often worsened, labour 

conditions for immigrant women. In response, organizers had to develop new tactics. 

One such organizer is Deena Ladd. Ladd is currently the executive director at the 

Workers’Action Centre. As a social work student in the early 1990s, Ladd completed her 

placement at the International Ladies Garment Workers Unions (ILGWU) and got very involved 

in fighting for the rights of garment homeworkers. She described to me the various campaigns 

they initiated to address the exploitation of garment homeworkers: “we tried a whole bunch of 

different things. We set up the Homeworkers’ Association, we were challenging free trade, we 

did a reach out project to women who had lost their jobs during the massive free trade layoffs 

and a lot of the women were depressed, we’re not able to find jobs. The only jobs they were 

getting we’re cleaning or in the hotels doing, you know, chamber cleaning.”96 The 

Homeworkers’ Association was established in 1992 and worked to empower homeworkers to 

exercise their rights and provide a support network for homeworkers as well as skill-building 

opportunities. Ladd also helped organize a 1992 conference on homeworking, “From the Double 
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Day to the Endless Day,” which brought together labour organizers from England, Mexico, 

Nicaragua, and the U.S.97 Though they could not stop economic restructuring, immigrant women 

organizers worked on a grassroots level to improve the labour condition of homeworkers and 

empower them as workers.  

Conclusion 

 

 To conclude, labour emerged early as an important issue within immigrant women’s 

organizing. This is exemplified through the many labour struggles between workers and 

management at Puretex Knitting Factory throughout the 1970s. Puretex’s unionization campaign 

in 1972 set the tone between a hostile management and a determined workforce. Puretex workers 

drew on their experiences from the struggle for unionization earlier in the decade when they 

launched their fight against management’s installation of cameras on the factory floor in 1976. 

Moreover, they found support in individuals like Madeleine Parent, the women’s movement, and 

the labour movement. More than allies, these representatives, who had their roots in the new left 

of the 1960s, contributed to the politicization of immigrant women workers at Puretex. This is 

reflected in the media coverage of labour disputes at Puretex which often highlighted their 

militant nature. This created important, though not always harmonious, networks that immigrant 

women would turn to and build upon as they became increasingly organized in the 1980s and 

into the 1990s. Immigrant women’s labour activism at the factory gates of Puretex happened 

amidst the backdrop of deindustrialization. Deindustrialization had a pernicious effect on 

immigrant women, displacing them out of their already exploited work in factories into even 

more exploitative work conditions in their home. Immigrant women’s labour organizing 
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responded by hosting events and establishing groups which sought to make international 

connections, build community, raise public consciousness about the plight of homeworkers, and 

ultimately improve their working conditions. Broader economic conditions, then, shaped 

immigrant women’s organizing as they confronted the loss precipitated by deindustrialization. 

Situating immigrant women’s activism within deindustrialization provides important insight into 

how deindustrialization impacted people unevenly according to gender, ethnicity, and race, in 

addition to class. It also problematizes the tendency to lament for a workplace that was selective 

in who it treated like “family.” The important leftist networks fostered throughout the 1970s 

were tested and built upon when immigrant women began challenging dominant reproductive 

activism as explored in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4:  

“The Right to Have All the Children We Might Want”1: Towards a Politics of 

Reproductive Freedom 

 

 For immigrant women activists in Toronto from the 1970s to the 1990s, the fight for 

reproductive freedom was inescapably steeped in global histories of coercive population control 

and necessarily linked in solidarity with other marginalized women. Immigrant women argued 

that in its emphasis on abortion, the language of choice popularized by white feminists in the 

1970s was untenable. For women who faced systemic barriers that perpetuated racism, economic 

hardship, and an overall lack of security, choice was a fallacy. While choice for white women 

often meant a renunciation of motherhood, choice for immigrant women had to include access to 

motherhood. As stated in the Immigrant Women’s Centre’s statement against the May 28th 

Coalition for Abortion Rights: “many of us, both immigrant and native-born, are forced to have 

abortions because we cannot afford to have the children we want.”2 Immigrant women made 

important interventions in Canadian reproductive activism by calling for a broader analysis that 

demanded structural changes in order to create the conditions necessary for marginalized women 

to access reproductive autonomy, including motherhood, as they wished. This chapter argues that 

immigrant women reconceptualized dominant reproductive activism by putting forward a more 

capacious politics of reproductive freedom. In doing so, immigrant women challenged and 

transformed normative ideas about reproductive autonomy at the time which resulted in more 

inclusive reproductive activism within several feminist organizations in Toronto by the 1980s. 

 
1 Erica Mercer, “Abortion and Immigrant Women,” (May 10th, 1977), Rise Up! Feminist Digital Archive 

https://riseupfeministarchive.ca/activism/issues-actions/reproductive-rights-and-choice/may28thcoalition-may1977-

letterbyimmigrantwomencentre/. 
2 Ibid. 
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However, this shift was not an easy or linear one. Indeed, the larger history of reproductive 

activism in Canada has been characterized by repeated gains and losses.3  

 In order to fully appreciate the innovations and interventions that immigrant women’s 

conception of reproductive freedom offered to the broader women’s movement, this chapter 

begins by providing a brief overview of the landscape of dominant reproductive activism in 

Canada in the 1970s. The focus of this chapter is on the events and debates surrounding the 

Immigrant Women’s Centre’s decision not to participate in the May 28th Coalition for Abortion 

Rights in 1977 which acted as an important catalyst in disrupting normative reproductive 

activism and its hyper fixation on abortion. The formation of the Ontario Coalition for Abortion 

Clinics (OCAC), the defeat of Bill C-43, and the framework under which subsequent abortion 

clinics were founded speak to an adoption of a reproductive freedom analysis within broader 

feminist organizing. Throughout these examples, I trace the ways that immigrant women’s 

politics of reproductive freedom challenged the limited nature of reproductive activism in the 

women’s movement to better address the needs of marginalized women, not limited to immigrant 

women. These examples elucidate the relational nature of immigrant women’s reproductive 

activism. While the focus of this chapter and thesis is on immigrant women as political movers 

and shakers, the cooperative nature of their political work transcended rigidly defined groups of 

people. It is therefore necessary to attend to the deep solidarity work of their activism which took 

up the struggles of other marginalized communities.  

Moreover, this chapter explores the ways in which immigrant women’s organizing 

around reproductive freedom anticipated reproductive justice. Reproductive justice refers both to 

a body of scholarship and a method of political organizing. It was first formulated in 1994 at a 
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conference in Chicago organized by the Illinois Pro-Choice Alliance and the Ms. Foundation for 

Women which sought to address the Clinton administration’s silence on reproductive health 

care.4 Reproductive justice progenitor and scholar Loretta Ross has reflected on the 

disappointment she and eleven other Black women felt at the emphasis on abortion at the 

conference. They noted that “while abortion was a crucial resource for us, we also needed health 

care, education, jobs, day care, and the right to motherhood.”5 Together, these twelve women 

formed the Women of African Descent for Reproductive Justice, and following the Chicago 

meeting, they published an advertisement in the Washington Post and Roll Call stating their 

position on reproductive justice with over 850 signatures of support, including those of Angela 

Davis and Alice Walker.6 Roughly four years later, a multiracial, national organization, 

SisterSong Women of Color Reproductive Health Project was founded with the motto “[d]oing 

collectively what we cannot do individually.”7 SisterSong remains a strong force in the 

movement for reproductive justice in the United States and abroad.8 Reproductive justice brings 

together reproductive rights and social justice in a way that “goes beyond the pro-choice/pro-life 

debate.”9 It holds as its basic principles: “(1) the right not to have a child; (2) the right to have a 

child; and (3) the right to parent children in safe and healthy environments... as well as to control 

 
4 Loretta Ross and Rickie Solinger, Reproductive Justice: An Introduction (Oakland, California: University of 

California Press, 2017), 64. 
5 Ross and Solinger, Reproductive Justice, 65. 
6 Roll Call is a Washington, D.C. political newspaper that reports when Congress is in session. 
7 Ross and Solinger, Reproductive Justice, 60. 
8 For literature on reproductive justice outside of the United States see Tanya Saroj Bakhru, Reproductive Justice 

and Sexual Rights: Transnational Perspectives (New York, NY: Routledge, 2019). Malvern Chiweshe, Jabulile 

Mavuso, and Catriona Macleod, “Reproductive Justice in Context: South African and Zimbabwean Women’s 
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Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2019). Lisa R. Fortuna et al., “Trauma, Immigration, and Sexual Health 
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our birthing options, such as midwifery.”10 As a framework, reproductive justice draws critical 

attention to the constitutive role of structural barriers like poverty, racism, (im)mobility, and 

sexism in facilitating access to reproductive rights. Ross writes: “the ability of any woman to 

determine her own reproductive destiny is linked directly to the conditions in her community--

and these conditions are not just a matter of individual choice and access.”11 In its attention to the 

relationship between reproductive rights and structural injustices as well as its commitment to go 

beyond the narrow focus of abortion, reproductive justice offers a fitting framework to examine 

the reproductive epistemologies of immigrant women activists in Toronto from the 1970s to the 

1990s.12 These affinities also demonstrate the historical antecedents of reproductive justice 

outside of the United States. In this regard, this chapter seeks to build on efforts to historicize the 

development of reproductive justice.13  

Dominant Reproductive Activism in Canada in the 1970s 

 

 The emergence of immigrant women’s political organization in the mid-1970s coincided 

with an increased primacy on reproductive activism within preexisting feminist organizing 

across the country. This work focused predominantly on abortion access in response to the 

passage of the 1969 omnibus bill in Canada. Though the new law claimed to decriminalize 
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Issues and Public Policy 14, no. 1 (2014): 205–9. Jennifer Nelson, “‘All This That Has Happened to Me Shouldn’t 

Happen to Nobody Else’: Loretta Ross and the Women of Color Reproductive Freedom Movement of the 1980s,” 
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Reproductive Justice after Morgentaler (Vancouver, British Columbia: UBC Press, 2017). 



 

  102 

abortion, feminists soon realized its shortcomings, and it incited significant mobilization. The 

amendments to the criminal code made in 1969 stipulated that a woman could receive an 

abortion only in an accredited hospital by a licensed physician after receiving approval from a 

Therapeutic Abortion Committee (TAC) consisting of at least three doctors who were required to 

determine if the pregnancy endangered the life or health of the patient.14 Neither hospitals or 

individual doctors were obligated to form TACS. The stringent nature of the abortion law 

resulted in very marginal, privileged access to abortion for women in Canada. Moreover, it 

created a “cross-border system,” whereby, those who had the financial means could access 

abortion in a post Roe v. Wade United States which legalized abortion access in the United 

States at the federal level.15 The most formidable response to the abortion law came in 1970 with 

the abortion caravan organized by the Vancouver Women's Caucus. Under the watchful eye of 

the RCMP, the caravan transported hundreds of women from Vancouver to Ottawa to protest the 

restrictive nature of the new abortion law.16 Upon their arrival, the women descended onto 

Parliament Hill with coat hangers held high and other symbols representing clandestine 

abortions. By 1975, in response to pressure from feminist activists, the Committee on the 

Operation of the Abortion Law was established with a mandate to review the implementation of 

the abortion law. Its findings were released in the 1977 Badgley Report which concluded that 

there were “significant disparities in access, continued travel outside of Canada, delays in 

obtaining abortions inside the country, and discrepancies in how health was interpreted by 

 
14 Stettner, Burnett, and Hay, Abortion: History, Politics, and Reproductive Justice, 5. 
15 Palmer, Beth. “Lonely, Tragic, but Legally Necessary Pilgrimages: Transnational Abortion Travel in the 1970s.” 

The Canadian Historical Review 92, no. 4 (2011), 654. 
16 For a discussion of the surveillance of the abortion caravan see Christabelle Sethna and Steve Hewitt, 

“Clandestine Operations: The Vancouver Women’s Caucus, the Abortion Caravan, and the RCMP,” Ihe Canadian 

Historical Review 90, no. 3 (2009): 463–95. 
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TACs.”17 Despite the stark reality of unequal abortion access across Canada, as made clear in the 

Badgley Report, it would take more than ten years before the 1969 abortion law was repealed 

which groups like the Immigrant Women’s Centre and WWIW played a significant role in.  

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Dr. Henry Morgentaler made legal challenges to the 

abortion law by illegally opening several abortion clinics across Canada. He was imprisoned 

numerous times and convicted once when the Quebec Court of Appeal overturned his original 

acquittal in 1974. Following that, in a law that became colloquially known as the “Morgentaler 

Amendment,” Parliament ruled that provincial Courts of Appeal could not overturn jury 

acquittals.18 A comprehensive overview of the events surrounding Morgentaler are beyond the 

scope of this chapter. What is important to note regarding Morgentaler for my focus is that he 

opened a clinic in Toronto in 1983 on Harbord Street and that several Toronto based immigrant 

women activists worked closely with Morgentaler and his network. Moreover, the opening of 

Morgentaler’s abortion clinic in 1983 followed the founding of the Ontario Coalition for 

Abortion Clinics (OCAC) in 1982 which concentrated its efforts on repealing the abortion law. 

As will be discussed, immigrant women’s organizations and perspectives on reproductive 

freedom were central to OCAC. In January of 1988, the Supreme Court ruled that the abortion 

law was unconstitutional because it violated section 7 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms. The celebrations of this hard-won victory were soon interrupted when the Mulroney 

government introduced Bill C-43 which sought to recriminalize abortion. Ultimately, the Bill 

was defeated in the Senate, but it serves as a reminder of the winding, uneven trajectory of 

reproductive activism in Canada. As one of my narrators reflected: “you can win a reform and 

 
17 Stettner, Burnett, and Hay, Abortion: History, Politics, and Reproductive Justice, 6. 
18 Palmer, “Choices and Compromises,” 34. 
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the next moment they're going to try and take it back."19 Indeed, reproductive injustices in 

Canada endure as evidenced by the absence of abortion clinics and reproductive healthcare in 

remote regions.20 These high-profile events and players are the ones that repeatedly get 

highlighted in the history of reproductive activism in Canada. This in turn produces a normative 

narrative of reproductive activism which obscures alternative, and especially local, forms of 

organizing. The reproductive activism of immigrant women challenges this normative narrative 

by drawing attention to the significance of local debates and events that happened amidst higher 

profile ones. 

The focus on abortion in my overview of dominant reproductive activism in Canada also 

reflects the urgency that abortion access had on the lives of women in Canada. For a significant 

number of women who could not access an abortion via a TAC or who could not afford to travel, 

it sometimes meant reverting to the “the horror of a backstreet abortion.”21 While the Badgley 

Report concluded that deaths as a result of illegal abortions had decreased since the passing of 

the omnibus bill, it also found that only 20.1% of hospitals had established Therapeutic Abortion 

Committees thereby rendering abortions widely inaccessible and risking the health and safety of 

the patient. The focus on abortion in the reproductive activism of feminist organizing was 

indicative of a “crisis management system.” 22 As much as the focus on abortion was necessary 

in this period of reproductive activism in Canada, it also limited “the range of responses and 

choices, especially for racialized and marginalized women.”23 In a 1994 article published in 

Canadian Woman Studies, Carolyn Egan and Linda Gardner reflected on the rise of the pro-

 
19 Carolyn Egan, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, March 2022. 
20 Christabelle Sethna Beth Palmer, Katrina Ackerman, and Nancy Janovicek, “Choice, Interrupted: Travel and 

Inequality of Access to Abortion Services since the 1960s,” Labour (Halifax) 71, no. 71 (2013): 29–48. 
21 Judy Rebick, Ten Thousand Roses: The Making of a Feminist Revolution (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2005), xiv. 
22 Stettner, Burnett, and Hay, Abortion: History, Politics, and Reproductive Justice, 16. 
23 Ibid. 
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choice movement in Toronto and its single-issue approach which isolated abortion from “other 

anti-racist and class struggles.”24 The overemphasis on abortion overlooked the needs of many 

immigrant women for multilingual and culturally sensitive abortions and reproductive 

healthcare.25 Mainstream feminists assumed that women seeking abortions were French or 

English speaking as reflected in their ephemera which often framed the fight for abortion as one 

for “Canadian women” thereby excluding the needs of immigrant women or other women of 

colour who did not fit into notions of Canadian citizenship.26  

As important as it is to acknowledge the exclusionary nature of white feminist’s 

organizing as in the example of dominant reproductive activism in Canada in the 1970s, it is also 

necessary to grapple with its heterogeneity. Doing so reveals its contradictions and tenuousness. 

There is a danger in suggesting that all white feminists overemphasized abortion and failed to 

implement a broader analysis in their reproductive activism. Moreover, race was not the sole 

factor in determining abortion access. Region, class, sexuality, marital status, and age as well as 

their intersections were also significant determinants in access to abortion.27 Karissa Patton’s 

doctoral dissertation demonstrates that Southern Alberta women’s reproductive activism did not 

fit within the high-profile activism I have characterized as dominant above though they were 

predominantly white. While these women certainly supported high-profile campaigns like the 

Abortion Caravan, their work with groups like the Calgary Birth Control Association and the 

Lethbridge Birth Control and Information Centre functioned on a more “grassroots level to bring 

 
24 Egan and Gardner, “Race, Class and Reproductive Freedom," 96. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Judith Ramirez discusses this see Judith Ramirez, “Is abortion the "right to choose"?” Wages for Housework 

Campaign Bulletin vol. 2, no. 2 (Fall 1977), 3 accessed via Rise Up! Feminist Digital Archive 

https://riseupfeministarchive.ca/publications/wages-for-housework-campaign-bulletin/wageforhousework-

campaignbulletin-vol2no1-fall1977/. 
27 Sethna, Palmer, Ackerman, and Janovicek, "Choice Interrupted," 35. 
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immediate care to women in their communities.”28 As much as I have sought to argue that 

reproductive activism in the 1970s produced dominant ideas about reproductive autonomy 

predicated predominantly on abortion, I am reminded of the remarks of one of my narrators that 

“the women’s movement is made up of many, many different…it’s not one thing.”29 While the 

dominant discourse within white women’s feminist organizing for reproductive rights in the 

1970s was that of abortion, there were undoubtedly simultaneous challenges made to this 

discourse by other white women in addition to the trenchant critiques made by immigrant 

women.30 By the same token, though several mainstream feminists adopted the politics of 

reproductive freedom espoused by immigrant women by the 1980s, others did not heed these 

criticisms and continued to organize with an overemphasis on abortion. Failing to account for the 

internal divisions and contradictions of the “mainstream” women’s movement risks reaffirming 

its power. This in turn erases the important political work of marginalized women’s activism 

including that of immigrant women and the interventions they made within white women’s 

activism. In their arguments for reproductive freedom, immigrant women enacted significant 

changes within dominant reproductive activism in Toronto by the 1980s.  

Immigrant Women & Motherhood 

 

The topic of motherhood was central to ideas about reproductive freedom for immigrant 

women and differed from dominant discussions of family and motherhood in the mainstream 

 
28 Patton, “Con(Tra)Cepts of Care: Southern Alberta Birth Control Centres & Reproductive Healthcare, 1969-1979,” 

15. 
29 Carolyn Egan, Interview with Julia Aguiar. 
30 For example, Lorna Weir contrasts the Canadian Abortion Rights Action League (CARAL), which she 

characterizes as a liberal group, and the Pro-Choice Action Network (PCAN), which she argues was more leftist in 

its politics. Though both groups were dominated by white women, the leftist group, PCAN was more receptive to 

reproductive freedom and made demands for systemic change whereas CARAL was more focused on abortion 

access. See Lorna Weir, “Left Popular Politics in Canadian Feminist Abortion Organizing, 1982-1991,” Feminist 

Studies 20, no. 2 (June 22, 1994): 249–75. 
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women’s movement. Founding member of the Immigrant Women’s Centre and numerous other 

immigrant women’s grassroots organizations, Judith Ramirez, told me that “the feminist 

movement was very wedded to the idea that liberation meant work outside the home.”31 Scholars 

Margaret Little and Lynne Marks have highlighted the primacy of motherhood and family within 

the activism of immigrant women in Ontario and British Columbia from the 1960s to the 1980s. 

Whereas mainstream feminists focused their liberation efforts outside of the home, immigrant 

women “found the home and family a sanctuary from a racist and alienating society.”32 On the 

relationship between immigrant women’s ideas about family and reproductive rights, Little and 

Marks argue that “[f]or many immigrant women, state policies and cultural traditions situated 

discussions of a woman’s rights to control her body within the context of family and 

community.”33 The importance of family and motherhood in the arguments immigrant women 

made for reproductive freedom are especially evident in their discussions of forced sterilization 

and coercive population control which I will soon discuss in greater detail. 

The May 28th Coalition for Abortion Clinics & the Immigrant Women’s Centre’s Response 

 

 The May 28th Coalition for Abortion Rights was a short-lived group established in April 

of 1977 with the intention of organizing a demonstration against cutbacks to abortion services in 

Toronto. Prior to the formation of the May 28th Coalition, the abortion clinic in Women’s 

College Hospital had been closed. The Coalition also expressed concerns about inconsistencies 

in the cost of abortions throughout Toronto, fears of overbilling, and it also felt that the Badgley 

Report fell short in failing to recommend the repeal of the federal abortion law.34 The Coalition 

 
31 Judith Ramirez, Interview with Julia Aguiar, Virtual, February 2022. 
32 Little et al., “Family Matters,” 111. 
33 Little et al., "Family Matters," 118. 
34 “May 28th Coalition for Abortion Rights,” 10-001-S1-F1685, box 48, file 10, UOWA. 
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was formed at a meeting of over forty women on April 27th, 1977, and it quickly began planning 

for the May 28th rally at Queen’s Park. It’s hard to discern the exact makeup of the Coalition, but 

its archival records indicate that its membership included the Canadian Association for the 

Repeal of the Abortion Law, the Rape Crisis Centre, the Canadian Women’s Press, the Lesbian 

Organization of Toronto (LOOT), and the Toronto Women’s Bookstore, amongst other groups 

and individual supporters.35 For the most part these groups were dominated by white women 

though some were very conscious about class and sexuality and would later adopt an anti-racist 

framework. Members of the Immigrant Women’s Centre were also present at the initial April 

27th meeting where they made known their criticisms about the single-issue approach and focus 

on abortion.  

In attendance was Erica Mercer – a Black woman who had migrated to Toronto from the 

Dominican Republic and worked at the Immigrant Women’s Centre and was also an organizer 

within the Black Education Project. Mercer went on to author the statement against the May 28th 

Coalition on behalf of the Immigrant Women’s Centre. Mercer recalled how the perspective she 

and others brought forward at the April 27th meeting was ignored. According to Mercer: “in 

typical racist fashion, it was rejected by "majority vote." We want to expose these women who 

claim to represent the interests of all women: who even after they were told explicitly that their 

leaflets would not be circulated to Black women, stood by their position."36 Mercer released a 

 
35 The full list includes: The Canadian Association for the Repeal of the Abortion Law (CARAL), the Abortion and 

Contraceptive Committee of Toronto, the Birth Control and Venereal Disease Information Centre, Hassle Free 

Clinic, the Toronto Women’s Book Store, the Women’s Referral and Educational Collective, the Rape Crisis Centre, 

Time’s Change Women’s Employment Service, League for Socialist Action, Toronto Women’s Credit Union, 

Canadian Women’s Press, Young Women’s Christian Association of Metropolitan Toronto, Organized Working 

Women, Lesbian Organization of Toronto, Gay Alliance toward Equality, Revolutionary Marxist Group, Council of 

the York Student Federation, Harbinger. See “May 28th Coalition Flyer for March & Rally,” (1977), Rise Up! 

Feminist Digital Archive https://riseupfeministarchive.ca/activism/issues-actions/reproductive-rights-and-

choice/may28thcoalition-may1977-righttochoosemarchflyer/.  
36 Mercer, “Abortion and Immigrant Women,” 1.  

https://riseupfeministarchive.ca/activism/issues-actions/reproductive-rights-and-choice/may28thcoalition-may1977-righttochoosemarchflyer/
https://riseupfeministarchive.ca/activism/issues-actions/reproductive-rights-and-choice/may28thcoalition-may1977-righttochoosemarchflyer/
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statement on behalf of the Immigrant Women’s Centre’s elaborating on their critique of the 

Coalition’s decision to move forward with the slogan “Abortion – the right to choose”: 

The May 28 Coalition for Abortion Rights equates the "right to choose" with abortion, 

when many of us, both immigrant and native-born, are forced to have abortions because 

we cannot afford to have the children we want. Immigrant women have always 

experienced coercion either by being forced to have children (by denying us birth control 

information and abortion services) or by being prevented from having children (through 

genocidal birth control practices in the Third World, as well as against Black women in 

the USA and Native Peoples in Canada). For us, the "right to choose" can never be only 

the right to abortion, but must also be the right to have all the children we might want.37 

 

Additionally, in this statement, the Immigrant Women’s Centre made a series of demands. 

Firstly, making clear that they were not anti-abortion, the Centre requested free abortion on 

demand to women in their own languages and irrespective of whether or not they had OHIP. 

They also demanded funding for clinic and related birth control services led “under the support 

of the immigrant women who use them.”38 The final demands were structural in nature including 

living wages, fully paid maternity leave, and funding for twenty-four hour childcare “controlled 

by us with paid staff both in our neighborhoods and in every sweatshop where we are forced to 

work.”39 Only under these conditions could immigrant women have choice, they argued. In 

making these demands, immigrant women called on the broader women’s movement as well as 

the Canadian government to fight for the conditions “suitable for implementing one’s 

[reproductive] decisions.”40 The Immigrant Women’s Centre’s incisive criticisms of the May 

28th Coalition and their impassioned demands offered a broad-based approach to reproductive 

activism that better addressed the needs of immigrant and other marginalized women including 

 
37 Ibid 
38 Ibid 
39 Ibid. 
40 Loretta Ross et al., Radical Reproductive Justice: Foundation, Theory, Practice, Critique (The Feminist Press, 

2017), 14. 
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disabled, Black, Indigenous, low income, and other women of colour. I argue that the capacious 

nature of their analysis is best characterized as reproductive freedom as this reflects immigrant 

women’s wide-reaching approach to reproductive rights. I also use this characterization because 

it increasingly appears in the discourse of immigrant women activists in the late 1970s into the 

1990s. The binary of pro-choice/pro-life does not fully encapsulate the nuances of immigrant 

women’s reproductive activism. The Immigrant Women’s Centre was not alone in their critiques 

of the May 28th Coalition. Indeed, the debates surrounding the Coalition acted as an important 

moment in solidarity building amongst marginalized women’s groups and further propelled the 

politics of reproductive freedom.  

 The Immigrant Women’s Centre disseminated their statement to likeminded 

organizations calling for support on their position of the May 28th Coalition. The Centre 

expressed that “our voice as immigrants has not been heard in the abortion movement in 

Canada”41 and invited other groups, including Wages for Housework, the Centre for Spanish 

Speaking People, and the Working Women Community Centre, who had similarly been 

marginalized from abortion activism to a series of meetings. Their discussions focused on the 

May 28th Coalition and the limitations of reproductive activism in the broader Toronto women’s 

movement. They garnered the support of almost thirty groups as well as numerous individuals.42 

The response from Wages Due Lesbians is a particularly powerful example of solidarity building 

in collective efforts for reproductive freedom during this period.  

 
41 The Immigrant Women’s Centre, “For Immediate Release,” May 25th, (1977), pg. 47, 10-001-S1-F1685, box 48, 

file 10, UOWA. 
42 These include the Black Education Project, the Harriet Tuman Centre, the Centre for Spanish Speaking People, 

Working Women Community Centre, Centro Ecumenico Pastoral, the East Indian Employment Development 

Centre, Times Change, Bloor-Bathurst Information Centre, Women Working with Immigrant Women, Black 

Women for Wages for Housework, Women’s Counselling, Education, and Referral Centre, Ryerson’s Women’s 

Committee, Wages for Housework Committee, Waitresses Action Committee, Nellie’s Women’s Hostel, 

Housewives Initiatives, and Bain Ave. Tenants’ Voice. 
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Wages Due Lesbians was founded in 1975 as an autonomous group within the Toronto 

Wages for Housework Committee which itself had been established the year prior as part of an 

international campaign.43 The Wages for Housework analysis located women’s powerlessness in 

their unpaid work in the home. They argued that demanding a wage for their caring work was not 

about “gain[ing] recognition for our work in order to enhance our social status, we are not trying 

to gain equality with men, we are not trying to feel better about ourselves as housewives – we are 

making a struggle (with the rest of the working class) for the power to destroy capital which 

forces all of us to live and work for its survival and our exploitation.”44 In an interview with Rise 

Up! Feminist Digital Archive, founding member of Wages Due Lesbians, Francie Wyland 

described the lesbian perspective of Wages for Housework: “we realized that for lesbian women, 

the cost of poverty was being trapped in marriages they couldn’t afford to leave, by the threat of 

losing custody, and then, when they did have jobs outside the home, they were low-paid.”45 

Wages Due Lesbians expressed their endorsement of the Immigrant Women’s Centre’s statement 

against the May 28th Coalition and made clear that they would not participate in the May 28th 

demonstration. On behalf of Wages Due Lesbians, Wyland wrote that:  

Demanding abortion without also demanding the money we need to have all the children 

we might want is clearly racist. It is also anti-lesbian. Millions of lesbians – immigrant 

and native-born – are trapped in dependent relationships with men because we cannot 

afford to leave with our children. Thousands of us have had to give up our children, or 

the possibility of having them, in order to “come out.” By implying that abortion is a full 

and free choice, the May 28th Coalition invites statements of support which celebrate 

 
43 For more on the international campaigns of Wages for Housework see Louise Toupin, Wages for Housework: A 

History of an International Feminist Movement, 1972-77 (Vancouver ; UBC Press, 2018); Selma James, Sex, Race 

and Class (Bristol: Falling Wall Press, 1975).  
44 Wages for Housework Collective Toronto, “Statement of Political Differences with Wages for Housework Group 

I,” n.d, pg 3, 10-001-S1-F3683, box 101, file 25, UOWA.  
45 Francie Wyland, Interview with Rise Up! Feminist Digital Archive, “Women Unite,” Oral History Project, 2021 

https://riseupfeministarchive.ca/collection-women-unite/protests-parades-and-potlucks-the-lesbian-mothers-defence-

fund/.  
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childlessness, and thereby attack those women who are fighting for the power to have and 

keep our children.46 

 

Wages Due Lesbians aligned themselves with immigrant women in arguing against the 

limitations of the May 28th Coalition’s fixation on abortion. They further broadened the 

perspective of reproductive freedom by discussing the need to address the threats lesbian women 

faced in losing children in custody cases and being trapped in heteronormative family structures 

due to a lack of economic power. These linkages demonstrate that immigrant women were not 

alone in launching reproductive freedom and making critical interventions in dominant 

reproductive activism in Toronto. 

Another important perspective that immigrant women offered in their politics of 

reproductive freedom included their experiences with sterilization and population control 

measures. In her 1977 statement, Erica Mercer highlighted that immigrant women’s experiences 

of forced sterilization from across the globe had to be put on the agenda of dominant 

reproductive activism. She also made clear that “immigrant women often refuse contraception 

because our experience has taught us to be suspicious of the methods available, and not because 

we are ‘backward.’”47 Historian Jennifer Nelson has written about the initial testing of the birth 

control pill on Puerto Rican woman in the 1950s which resulted in several deaths. Puerto Rican 

women were selected because they were believed to have high fertility rates and researchers 

thought that the testing would help curb overpopulation.48 This is one example in a larger history 

 
46 Francie Wyland for Wages Due Lesbians, Untitled Letter, (May 25th, 1977), pg. 3, found in “Abortion: flyers, 

pamphlets, correspondence with YMCA Toronto and Immigrant Women's Centre,” 10-008-S6-F1, box 2, file 8 

UOWA. 
47 Mercer, “Abortion and Immigrant Women,” 2. 
48 Jennifer Nelson, Women of Color and the Reproductive Rights Movement (New York: NYU Press, 2003), 124. 
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of eugenic practices against women in the Global South. As Young Lords Party49 member Gloria 

Colón wrote in 1971: “the birth control pill was first used in Puerto Rico; the ‘morning after’ pill 

is being experimented on women in Africa. Poor Third World women are continuously being 

used as guinea pigs, not for our own good, but for the destruction of our people. The proper word 

for it is ‘genocide.’”50 Immigrant women in Toronto drew on similar experiences of forced 

sterilization in position papers and speeches.51 In making a case for the importance of addressing 

the experiences of immigrant and women of colour with sterilization and population control 

throughout the world, they also exposed the ongoing forced sterilization of Indigenous people in 

Canada. As historian Erika Dyck has illustrated, eugenic policies and practices throughout 

Canada were “foisted upon certain people and denied to others.”52 More particularly, white 

women were discouraged and sometimes denied voluntary birth control by medical doctors in 

contrast to the forced sterilization of working class, immigrant, and Indigenous peoples.53 Dyck 

traces eugenic practices across Alberta throughout the twentieth century and concludes that by 

the 1970s, Indigenous women had become the primary target of eugenics.54 Immigrant women 

were aware of these reproductive injustices against Indigenous women and incorporated them in 

their arguments for reproductive freedom. This further illustrates the importance of solidarity 

building in deepening the politics of reproductive freedom.  

 
49 The Young Lords Party was a Chicago based Puerto Rican nationalist group founded in 1960 and modelled after 

the Black Panther Party. See Denise Oliver, “The Young Lords Party,” in Takin’ It to the Streets : A Sixties Reader, 

ed. Alexander Bloom and Wini Breines, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
50 Quoted in Nelson, Women of Color 125. 
51 See, for example: Judith Ramirez, Opening remarks to “A Multicultural Approach to Family Planning and 

Contraception Conference,” Fonds 200, Series 365, File 143, City of Toronto Archives; Sunera Thobani, “"Making 

the Links: South Asian Women and the Struggle for Reproductive Rights,” Canadian Woman’s Studies 13, no. 1 

(1994); Judy Vashti Persad, WWIW, Untitled Speech, April 16th, 1988, 10-058-S5-F7, box 5, file 15 UOWA. 
52 Erika Dyck, Facing Eugenics: Reproduction, Sterilization, and the Politics of Choice (Toronto; University of 

Toronto Press, 2013), 4. 
53 Dyck, Facing Eugenic, 7, 9, 15–16. 
54 Dyck, Facing Eugenics, 83. 
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In the end, the May 28th Coalition proceeded with the slogan “abortion – the right to 

choose” despite the criticisms made by the Immigrant Women’s Centre, Wages Due Lesbians, 

and other allied organizations. Importantly, the archival records of the May 28th Coalition 

indicate that they did make some adjustments to the promotional material of the demonstration. 

Whereas the initial invitation distributed at the beginning of May 1977 focused entirely on the 

weakening state of abortion access and the limitations of the Badgley Report, an edited invitation 

discussed most of the demands made by the Immigrant Women’s Centre.55 However, in 

summarizing the demands of the Immigrant Women’s Centre at the end of the invitation, the 

May 28th Coalition did not fully address the nuances of reproductive freedom argued by 

immigrant and other marginalized women. The limitations of groups like the May 28th Coalition 

perpetuated false ideas that, as Angela Davis puts it, “having fewer children could create more 

jobs, higher wages, better schools, etc., etc.”56 The Coalition’s failure to discuss sterilization and 

coercive population control as well as the importance of sexuality as put forth by Wages Due 

Lesbians demonstrates a deep disjuncture in reproductive activism in the 1970s. Judith 

Ramirez’s recollections about the events surrounding the May 28th Coalition further speak to this 

disjuncture. According to Ramirez, following their decision not to participate in the Coalition, 

the Immigrant Women’s Centre faced “a certain amount of backlash because the mainstream 

feminist movement felt what we had done was divisive. But our answer to that, was you know 

their own choices made the division. We would have been happy to support them if they had 

been a little bit broader in the way they were ready to define things. So, it was a moment of real 

in-depth discussion about what feminism means and which women are going to be included and 

 
55 May 28th Coalition, Request for support, (1977), 10-008-S6-F1, box 2, file 8, UOWA. 
56 Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race, and Class (New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2011), 205. 
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whose needs are going to be met.”57 Though the politics of reproductive freedom were not 

immediately taken up following the events of the May 28th Coalition, it was an important catalyst 

in shifting the landscape of reproductive activism in Toronto. Moreover, it also acted as a “very 

important moment in public education.”58 Indeed, the fruits of immigrant women’s political 

interventions would be better realized with the founding of the Ontario Coalitions for Abortion 

Clinics (OCAC).  

The Founding of the Ontario Coalition for Abortion Clinics 

 

OCAC was established in 1982 by workers from the Immigrant Women’s Health Centre, 

the Birth Control and VD Information Centre, and the Hassle Free Clinic.59 Grassroots in nature, 

its foremost goals were to repeal the federal abortion law and legalize free-standing, accessible 

abortion clinics. For OCAC, “the demand for abortion access was never seen in isolation, but as 

one of a number of interdependent struggles.”60 According to sociologist Lorna Weir, “OCAC 

preceded other prochoice organizations in putting a reproductive freedom perspective into 

practice, pushed by the antiracist mobilizing in Toronto that began in the early 1980s.”61 The 

reproductive freedom activism advocated by immigrant women in the late 1970s, and the fact 

that the Immigrant Women’s Centre was a founding member of OCAC were deeply formative in 

this more capacious analysis. Moreover, since OCAC’s founding in 1982, WWIW members 

were active in the group. They attended meetings and translated OCAC material into a variety of 

 
57 Judith Ramirez, Interview with Julia Aguiar. 
58 Judith Ramirez, Interview with Julia Aguiar.  
59 “Ontario Coalition for Abortion Clinics (OCAC),” Rise Up! Feminist Digital Archive, n.d., accessed April 15, 
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60 Carolyn Egan and Linda Gardner, “Racism, Women’s Health, and Reproductive Freedom,” in Scratching the 

Surface: Canadian Anti-Racist Feminist Thought, ed. Enakshi Dua and Angela Robertson (Toronto: The Women’s 

Press, 1999), 301. 
61 Weir, “Left Popular Politics in Canadian Feminist Abortion Organizing, 1982-1991,” 260. 
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languages in order to better reach a broad base of immigrant women.62 WWIW, the Immigrant 

Women’s Health Centre, and OCAC also fought for women who did not have status, and were 

therefore not entitled to a health card, to be able to access an abortion at three free-standing 

abortion clinics in Toronto which Carolyn Egan recalled as a "huge breakthrough."63 

OCAC’s incorporation of a politics of reproductive freedom is further reflected in their 

archival documents. For International Women’s Day in 1986, OCAC and the Midwives 

Collective of Toronto jointly published and circulated a “Reproductive Rights Charter.” In it, 

they argued that “in a class and racially divided society, many women are denied the right to 

reproduction itself…every woman must therefore have free universal access to the full spectrum 

of reproductive care, with information and services available in our own languages and 

communities.”64 Moreover, OCAC demanded, “an end to racist testing of birth control 

devices…an end to the removal of the children of Native women…custody rights for lesbian 

mothers,” and several other structural changes.65 These demands reflected OCAC’s perspective 

that “for all women to have real choices in our society, they require safe and effective birth 

control services in their own languages and their own communities, decent jobs, paid parental 

leave, child care, the right to live freely and openly regardless of their sexuality, an end to forced 

or coerced sterilization, employment equity, and, of course, full access to free abortion.”66 This 

broader conception of reproductive freedom picked up on the demands made by the Immigrant 

 
62 Ontario Coalition for Abortion Clinics, “Minutes,” (1982-1983), 10-001-S1-F2273, box 69, file 25, UOWA. 
63 Carolyn Egan, Interview with Julia Aguiar.  
64 The theme of IWD I 1986 was “Women Say No to Racism: From Toronto to South Africa.” This Reproductive 

Rights Charter was again circulated for IWD in 1987 whose theme was “Fighting Racism and Sexism Together.” 

See: OCAC and the Midwives Collective of Toronto, “Abortion Clinics,” 1986, 10-058-S5-F12, box 5, file 20, 

UOWA. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Carolyn Egan and Linda Gardner, “Reproductive Freedom: The Ontario Coalition for Abortion Clinics and the 

Campaign to Overturn the Federal Abortion Law,” in Without Apology: Writings on Abortion in Canada, ed. 

Shannon Stettner (Edmonton, Alberta: Athabasca University Press, 2016), 133. 
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Women’s Centre in 1977. Indeed, as the 1980s progressed, there was a growing awareness in 

dominant reproductive activism in Toronto about the need to think about reproductive autonomy 

beyond the illusory choice to abortion. This is reflected in feminist writer and women’s health 

and reproductive rights activist Kathleen McDonnell. McDonnell recalls the realization she had 

in the 1980s that “the emphasis on choice does not go far enough, and in fact runs the risk of 

oversimplifying the issue.”67 Overall, the founding and operation of OCAC was a seminal 

moment in the politics of reproductive freedom of immigrant women intervening and 

transforming larger feminist groups. 

Responding to Bill C-43 

 

Soon after the federal abortion law was overturned, activists were understandably 

trepidatious. At a rally representing WWIW months after the federal abortion law was repealed 

in January of 1988, Judy Vashti Persad warned “the right is organizing, the federal government 

is threatening to bring in another abortion law. Our task is clear. We must continue to build the 

reproductive rights movement.”68 Indeed, as her comments signaled, the fight for reproductive 

freedom was not over. In 1989, the Mulroney government introduced Bill C-43. In eerie 

similarity to the 1969 omnibus bill, Bill C-43 sought to recriminalize abortion by only providing 

abortion when pregnancy threatened the health of the patient. Immigrant women, aligning with 

other women of colour, put forth their position on Bill C-43 in a WWIW poster stating “for most 

of us, choice is an illusion. The laws and economic structures of this society are racist and sexist, 

denying us our reproductive freedom…We oppose any criminal law restricting abortion. Women 

are not criminals. We do not need the threat of jail to make the right decision regarding 

 
67 Kathleen McDonnell, “Claim No Easy Victories: The Fight for Reproductive Rights,” in Still Ain’t Satisfied: 

Canadian Feminism Today, ed. Maureen Fitzgerald, Connnie Guberman, and Margie Wolfe (Toronto: The 

Women’s Press, 1982), 40. 
68 Judy Vashti Persad, WWIW, Untitled Speech, April 16th, 1988, 10-058-S5-F7, box 5, file 15, UOWA. 
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pregnancy…We need not only the legal right to abortion, but also the facilities in our own 

languages and our own communities to make that a right for all women.”69 Ultimately, the Bill 

was defeated in the Senate in 1991, though that it made it that far was alarming. In response to 

the defeat of Bill C-43, WWIW released the following statement:  

Today, we applaud the death of Bill C-43, acknowledging that collective, visible actions 

by many different constituencies led to its defeat. We strongly support OCAC’S position 

that the legal right to choose, as important as it is, is meaningless unless fully funded 

services exist to give every woman the opportunity to make that choice in her own 

language and her own community...WWIW will continue to work with OCAC to ensure 

that every province provides access to free abortion along with all the other demands that 

will ensure real choices in our lives.70  

 

The collaboration between the OCAC and WWIW in organizing against the proposed Bill C-43 

demonstrates the endurance of a reproductive freedom analysis. In the late 1970s, immigrant 

women activists noted that they felt that they had been excluded from reproductive activism in 

Canada.71 Throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s, not only had immigrant women played a 

pivotal role in repealing the federal abortion law and mobilizing against attempts to recriminalize 

abortion, but their carefully formulated analysis about the importance of creating the conditions 

necessary for women to experience full reproductive freedom were taken up.  

 The Woman’s Choice Health Clinic opened in Toronto in 1988 following the repeal of 

the federal abortion law. It circulated a letter to women’s groups outlining their goal to be a 

“barrier free” clinic.72 The Clinic provided counselling, STD screening, treatment and 

 
69 WWIW, “Women of Colour and Immigrant Women Say No New Abortion Law,” (1989) found in “Ontario 

Coalition for Abortion Clinics,” 10-058-S8-SS5-F4, box 12, file 15, UOWA. 
70 Quoted in Egan and Gardner, “Race, Class and Reproductive Freedom,” 97. 
71 The Immigrant Women’s Centre, “For Immediate Release,” May 25th, (1977) pg. 47, 10-001-S1-F1685, box 58, 

file 10, UOWA. 
72 One such recipient was WWIW. I found a copy of the letter in their fonds. Letter from Woman’s Choice Health 

Clinic to WWIW, found in “Ontario Coalition for Abortion Clinics,” WWIW fonds, 10-058-S8-SS5-F4, box 12, file 

15, UOWA. 
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preventative education, and abortions. It liaised with organizations that offered interpretation 

services and had much of their educational and promotional material translated into several 

languages which increased accessibility to immigrant women. The clinic sought to cultivate an 

environment which “eliminate[d] oppression on the basis of class, race, age, orientation, and 

physical distance.”73 It is unclear if their visions were realized but the fact that it discussed topics 

like language, class, and race demonstrates an overall shift in consciousness by the late 1980s. 

There was an understanding that “it is not only what services are delivered but how they are 

delivered.”74 This marked a move away from a model of abortion healthcare that, in failing to 

consider things like language of services and cultural sensitivity, limited accessibility and a move 

towards a model that recognized a more diverse constituency of people seeking abortions. Like 

OCAC and activism against Bill C-43, the Woman’s Choice Health Clinic took up the important 

interventions made by reproductive freedom.  

Conclusion 

 

 As immigrant women became increasingly organized in Toronto in the 1970s, they were 

confronted with a model of reproductive activism that did not, in its fixation on abortion, fit their 

needs. In response, drawing on their subjectivities as women, mothers, workers, and survivors of 

population control and sterilization, immigrant women put forth a politic of reproductive 

freedom which better addressed the structural barriers that kept them from exercising their 

reproductive autonomy. This included the right to access abortion and the right to pursue 

motherhood. These differing types of reproductive activism at work in Toronto did not exist in 

siloes. Rather, they brushed up against one another in contentious debates, like the ones 

 
73 Ibid. 
74 My emphasis, Ibid. 
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surrounding the May 28th Coalition for Abortion Rights, and in moments of partnership like the 

founding of the OCAC in 1982, efforts to overturn the federal abortion law, and in working to 

quash Bill C-43. Though immigrant women’s organizing was less visible than larger feminist 

groups, it nonetheless made important if incremental challenges to dominant reproductive 

activism which resulted in organizing that went beyond abortion access and better addressed the 

needs of marginalized women. I argued that it was only in the 1980s that dominant reproductive 

activism began to incorporate a reproductive freedom framework. However, I have also sought 

to emphasize the non-linear nature of reproductive activism. We have been starkly reminded of 

this with the overturn of Roe v. Wade in the United States in June 2022. Importantly, 

reproductive freedom was not fought for by immigrant women in the 1970s and won in the 

1980s. Judith Ramirez remembers the changes to reproductive activism in Toronto as “very 

slow…The mainstream women's movement was over there, you know, with their own ideas, 

their own messages, and a certain resistance to not having total control over how [they] defined 

things.”75 Ramirez’s testimony provides insight and nuance into the difficulty that the 

mainstream Toronto women’s movement had in relinquishing their stronghold on reproductive 

activism which makes immigrant women’s interventions all the more laudable. The reproductive 

freedom analysis developed by immigrant women in solidarity with other marginalized women 

presented alternative reproductive epistemologies rooted in collectivity as opposed to the 

“individualist bias…[the] presumption of universality” they confronted within dominant 

reproductive activism.76 Further, immigrant women’s solidarity work with other marginalized 

women’s groups deepened their reproductive freedom analysis by offering different perspectives. 

 
75 Judith Ramirez, Interview with Julia Aguiar  
76 Sonia Corrêa and Rosalind Petchesky, “Reproductive and Sexual Rights: A Feminist Perspective,” Physis: Revista 

de Saúde Coletiva 6 (December 1, 1995): 149. 
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Ultimately, this illustrates that immigrant women were not the sole progenitors of reproductive 

freedom during this period. Reproductive freedom, then, developed polyphonically, with 

immigrant women as a strong though hardly singular or isolated voice. 
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Conclusion 

 

 In focusing on immigrant women activists’ relationship to the state, their labour 

organizing, and their perspectives and campaigns on reproductive freedom, this thesis has by no 

means told the complete rich, complicated history of immigrant women’s organizing. In these 

concluding remarks, I reflect on the fate of these immigrant women’s organizations and the 

legacies of the people involved. I also discuss ideas for new directions that this scholarship could 

take.   

 Immigrant women’s political organizing was forever changed when Mike Harris was 

elected Premier of Ontario in 1995. As Deena Ladd noted, Harris “started just gutting everything 

in the province like social assistance by 23%, he got rid of rental control housing…so people 

started losing their jobs and community services, like…it was just brutal.”1 For groups with 

already limited funding, these cutbacks forced them to close their doors, and this led to the 

closure of a significant number of immigrant women’s organizations in Toronto. WWIW 

remained in operation until 2005, though it had lost most of its member organizations in the mid-

1990s. Some groups remain in operation. They include the Immigrant Women’s Centre, which 

now operates as the IWHC, Working Women Community Centre, the Rexdale Women’s Centre, 

and the Riverdale Immigrant Women's Centre. The fact that they were able to survive the 

austerity of Harris’s leadership is a feat and they continue to do important work for immigrant 

women. Moreover, in order to meet community needs and reflect changes to immigration 

policies and patterns, many focus on work with refugee women. Though the Harris 

administration played a significant role in the decline of immigrant women’s organizations, it 

was not the only factor. As Joan Sangster argues, the 1990s witnessed the decline of the left 

 
1 Deena Ladd, Interview with Julia Aguiar.  
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globally and “a rightward shift in many labour and social democratic parties.”2 Indeed, many 

narrators told me that the decline was also due to a decrease in participation, though it’s difficult 

to know which came first. While immigrant women’s organizations closed alongside the decline 

of immigrant women’s organized political work, the networks, analyses, perspectives, and 

friendships they forged, did not end. As Monica Riutort reflected: “even though I’m now out of 

the community for so many years, I just have to make a call and I will get support.”3 Though it 

might not be reflected historiographically, immigrant women left an indelible mark on the 

political landscape of Toronto.  

 Rather than offer a comprehensive historical account of immigrant women’s organizing 

in Toronto from the 1970s to the 1990s, my hope is that this work sparks further investigation 

into the relationship between immigration, gender, race, and social movements. In particular, 

more work is needed that examines refugee women as a particular subject formation, and their 

relationship to social movements in Canada. Due to the limited scope of a master’s thesis, I 

focused on the urban centre of Toronto. Criticisms have been fairly made about how Toronto 

receives an unequal amount of scholarly attention.4 Toronto does not represent Ontario, nor does 

it represent Canada. By grounding my thesis in the particular events and debates within Toronto, 

I have sought to emphasize the local specificities of immigrant women’s organizing in Toronto. 

Immigrant women organizers were also active in Vancouver, Calgary, Montreal, and several 

other places across Canada. Indeed, a much-welcomed history of immigrant women’s organizing 

 
2 Bragg, “Deconstructing ‘Hegemonic Feminism’: The Emergence of ‘Second Wave’ Feminism in Canada (1965-

1975)”; Dominique Clément, Canada’s Rights Revolution: Social Movements and Social Change, 1937-82 

(Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 2008). 
3 Monica Riutort, Interview with Julia Aguiar. 
4 Bragg, “Deconstructing ‘Hegemonic Feminism’: The Emergence of ‘Second Wave’ Feminism in Canada (1965-

1975)”; Dominique Clément, Canada’s Rights Revolution: Social Movements and Social Change, 1937-82 

(Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 2008); Patton, “Con(Tra)Cepts of Care: Southern Alberta Birth Control Centres & 

Reproductive Healthcare, 1969-1979.” 
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in Ottawa, for example, would result in a decidedly different narrative, especially given the 

preponderance of governmental spaces in Ottawa. Additionally, scholarship on immigrant 

women’s organizing at the national level would importantly probe at fraught questions of 

immigrant women’s relationship to the nation as reflected in their activism. Mary-Jo Nadeau 

argued that NAC was a “microcosm of the nation,” and that Canadian feminism was bound up in 

nation building.5 How might an organization like the National Organization of Immigrant and 

Visible Minority Women (NOIVMW), which was similar to NAC in its structure and tactics, be 

thought of as a microcosm of the debates, anxieties, and ideals of Canada at a particular 

historical conjuncture? What would an analysis of immigrant women’s activism in a more 

regional setting outside of Ontario reveal? Further, work that examines immigrant women’s 

organizing in relation to the lesbian and gay liberation movement would richly contest the 

heteronormative assumptions about immigrant women. 

 I have sought to demonstrate that immigrant women’s organizations were deeply political 

in how they conducted their work as well as within the broader political landscape of Toronto. 

These organizations were informed by progressive politics which shaped their approach. 

Namely, an approach that focused on the empowerment and self-determination of everyday 

immigrant women rather than a focus solely on service delivery. WWIW acted as an important 

organization in fostering a network of immigrant women activists and organizations to gather 

and sharpen their work. Moreover, in their political work, immigrant women made important 

connections with broader social movements in Toronto like the women’s movement and labour 

movement. While their alliances were often challenging, they were nonetheless important in 

sustaining the political work of immigrant women, and also in challenging the normativity of 

 
5 Nadeau, “The Making and Unmaking of a ‘Parliament of Women,’” 24. 
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these dominany social movements. Immigrant women organized around their various 

subjectivities which challenged the limited perspectives of dominant activisms. This was most 

clear in immigrant women’s formulation of a reproductive freedom analysis which challenged 

and transformed the narrow perspective of mainstream reproductive activism. Immigrant 

women’s labour organizing, as exemplified through the Puretex labour disputes, was significant 

in increasing their visibility as formidable political organizers. This challenged common 

stereotypes of immigrant women. Moreover, it brought an increased awareness of the 

experiences of immigrant women workers to the labour movement. Finally, despite the close 

relationship between the Canadian state and immigrant women activists, organizers nonetheless 

made sustained criticism of the government and the status quo. The deep solidarity work of 

immigrant women activists offers lessons for contemporary social movements to those willing to 

listen. 
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