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REPORT OF THE VANCOUVER WOMEN'S CAUCUS
(as seen through the eyes of Cleo & Hildebrand)
..As tomrades probably know, the Vancouver branch has a long, .sorry history
of intense crises, resulting in a re-atively high turnover-rate (largely women)
and systematic partial destruction or burn-out of individual comrades. We've
come a long way in figuring out the political problems we had with wrong or
non-existent perspectives, our disproportionate sense of-self-impurtance, our
inability to prioritize, to do contact work, good propaganda, etc. Recently,
we have also made significant progress in transforming branch life in general,.
creating a more collective and creative atmo phbre, and in understanding the
oppression of women and gays in more than a mechanical and abstract way. The
women's caucus has definitely played a leading role in this process.
(Some interesting data for those who are not familiar with the branch:
the women numbered 5/13., On the whole, we are younger and newer to the F.I.
than the men. We also have quite a high p oportiom of-"heavy" male—ctomrades.
Unlike the rest of the organization, the Vancouver branch has more of a
history of a patriarchy, where one or more leading male tomrade would be the
central authority figure holding the thing together with all ten fingers.)
The caucus began meeting sometime in March., It developed “1argely-for-the . .. -..
follov ing reasons: the quantum leap in the level of consciousness of the
women for various personal/bolltlcal reasons around their positions in the
branch and their livesy the difficult position of the one woman .on the execu-
tive at a time when there was » barrier between the executive and the rest of
the branch, the growing awareness in the organization of the need to take up
the question of women's oppression both internally and externally, the relative
depoliticization and feelings of helplessness, e%¢. R
At our first meetings we discussed the need for a support-structure for
women; the-need to struggle against sexism within the arganization and branch, WG
the particular difficulties of women in operating in the traditional modes of \
hard ("fraternal?") debate on essentially male terrain, the competitiveness, ¥
the intellectual gap between the men and the women (where often, some of the
men will knowledge for the purpose of intellecutual intimidation, rather than
eollective enlightenment), the non-recognition of the kinds of skills and

__..entributions . womep_have, authority .structure, the negligent attitude

towards women contacts, etc., etc., etc. We subsequently prepared a detailed
report for the branch on the effects and symptoms of sexism in the branch

and put forward some ways of dealing with this. We pressed for better education
of gll comrades in the branch, for divsion of labour which would always 4 '
take into consideration the best ways for developing women comrades, for a
practice in the women's milieu, for working out ways to have political dis-
cussions tht don't intimidate and destroy comrades, for surfacing and cutting
out the backstabbing, the ego-clashing, the moral pressure and histrionics, =~
and for forcing the men to become more sensitive to these things and to take
initiatives around dealing with their own sexism.

The caucus also discussed the particulr pressure tht we felt resulting bot h
from the N.O.'s heavy perspectives in this period (fusion, pre-convention
discussion, [ress capaign), and the branch's application of these. We all felt
overwhelmed and unable to digest and fully appreciate what was facing us. Con=
sequently, we suggested slowing down the fusion process and the bi-weekly cam-
paign, not from the standpoint of uniform political position on fusion, but because
we simply could not fuly grasp the situation, and we felt unable to cope with
the pace and depth of developments. We want to make it clear that-'we don't see
the caucus as a substitute for branch political life, or as a place to submerge
political differnces. We want to clarify this n particular because we were
accused of overstepping our rights and constituting a de facto 8endency.

Whetehr of not we overstepped our rights is an open question, as the discussion
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of the rights of a caucus has not yet taken place. H-wever, we are very well
aware of the diffrence between a tendency formed b comrades who have parti-

cular political agreement on certain issues, and a grouping that is formed to
deal with a common situation of oppression.

The results of our actions were very interesting.. Ti.ere was initi-al
turmoil among the women (and men), some real flack from the men which, in some
cases, is still continuing. Trere was a real intensification of personal
dynamics, both positive and negative. Peopl actually began to hang out to-
gether == to get to know each other, to talk politics, to try to figure things
dut colle ctively ‘@nd *to make this branch a better place to do political work.
We made conscious efforts to support comrades and helop them through thss heavy
period.” Wé& chalienged the male mmrades to take responsibility in this, and
not to laeve the émotioanl caretaking to the women. This worked amazingely well.
O- the other hand, of wurse, personal antagonisms, comrades' feelings of in-
securi€y and isolation also intensified, so there were more freakouts initially.

pee concretely, we now seé that the qustion of women's liberation and women's

oppression is constantly raised and deal® with on all levels: division of«hbour,
our public work, educationals, disoussion, styles of intervention, etc. Two
examples: the cducus proposed an alternate executive <late wheen we thought
that the one being pot forward by the outgoing executive was potential disastrous
for 'the womenl involved, and for the branch as a whole. We issued a statement

from the caucus on norms for tendency deba“e when it was obvious that there

was @ ing to be one comrade (woman) in an isolated situation. And FINALLY, ®mrades,
we have a practfce, albeit limited, in the women's milieu. 33

Based on this experience, some of us have‘come to certain conclusions
about the necessity of women®s caucuses and the role that they play. We don't
seé a caucus as something thich we assemble only in times of extreme crisis
or when therc is some gross ‘incident of sexiem. We are not so much confronted
with particular acts of gross sexism as with-a whole way of operating which
'is based on sexist notions, styles, and assumptions whex¢, in fact ihe sexiom
is very subtle and implicit. We-have to remember tha t we live in a profoundly

* misogynyst society, where the oppression of women is the most widely accepted
form of oppression. It is so much a part of our lives (after all, most of us
wére raised in families!), that the nuances are often unnoticdd or tacitly
accepteéd, both by men and women (and revolutionaries). S~ when we talk about
the necessity of a functioning women's caucus, we have to 108k beyond the
actudl statistics of how many women occupy which leadership potitions. We have
to look*at our own socialization in capitalist society and recognize honestly
ahd candidly how it carries over into the revlutionary orgznization. Without
having utopian illusions, we can work towards a process of change that does
more than just eradicate sympbtématic behaviour. We found that our caucus
unleashed an incredible dynimic that resulted in a general humanization
and supportive effrert in the branch. There is no reason that organized
attempty to perpetuate this transformation should occur only in periods of
extreme crisis. '

Unless we have a visible, organizad support structure for women (this
also applies to the gay cmrades), where we can figure things out collectively
and deal with them collectively, we will be forced to seek the horrible
individual solutions suck'as: a) pull~-yoursel f=up-by-your-bootstrapts-get-in-
there-and-sock-it-to-"em syndrome, characteristic of women who # make it"

b) wilt and fade into the mist, characteristic of women who don't, -.¢) "typical
hysterical female freakout", characterisitc of all- and d) leave, wihout any
clear differences, as so many alrady have. While we mav have different
needs and different . -® . ways of getting suppor., our problems are
common, and we can't deal with them alone. * .
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I1f we are serius about recruiting from the wmmen's movenent, wo have to
make sure that our organization does not reinforcc the fears and zuspicions
of the "male-dominated" left, and of Leninicm. WUe cannatl huve an external
style of intervention that is repulsive to these women who have been operating
in a very different fashion to cay the least, Vo cannot b2 in a sitvation
where we are hesitatnt to draw them clos nr to the ¢: ~;n1:3~iaw, for fear
that they will be disgusted when they wee that *he orcunization 2¢ a whole
is insensitive to the problems of women. For wonen who have nst had to dzal
with the particular problems t'at crise when workine in wixcd oxganizations,
a women's caucus is an absolute neccss.ity for ileir Lory survival, not to
mention political integration and developmont.

It is also importunt for us to reccaber thst we are not alwasy going
to be recruiting men who have had =uffiziect cun.ovzo o wozen's ilberation
to really understznd it. Waen we rozsh the stge ¢f »iplid coew iy it will be
important for us to have had experiences with wrmai’s causuces go thut the
wmen (and the men) will be prepired to deal wiilh the »--;:'*0 of sexism and
lack of understanding that will ipevitsbly arics, Wo c.a't wilt until it's
tm late to establish the tradition.

So what does it mecn whea we Uk aout oo nou ! for 22 "oning” women's
caucus? Obviously, wo can't huve :r.ificia‘- erivad yoaniarly sehesuled
weekly meetings to mume-:- mike it “encol r, . thn nstual struciice and
frequency would vary from branch o Lrinch Copra.ing on oo what the comrades
felt was best. But it do~s mean that we b Jo 3 coxisin conzaiousnecs of
a collective structure to help us deal wilh  vrrmo o = wtxucture that is
there vhen we need it. It maans that wo &5 nn% i *3 aarnizs over vhether
a situvaticn is “crisis-wertiy" r“*"h Lo nestt oL o osctings it neasns
that we don't lnve scme cort of arbi'-—u- '.".': hr.n of cnuncheblo saxioh
which, if overstepped, merits a esuens moctilnm: Ulom we con’ L oA €9 Teach
“erkisis level” in order to besin dealing with i conct o oo wanmen's copression.

Urtimatoly, the test whiech will preve s wo il ©f o wenen’s caugus is
how far we have come in mzking the S=ancl cooaaizdtiszn oo vhin underetand
and deal with sexism. If, after a pnriod ~f Tinmn, W0 winon oo oL ated
and are carrying the entire respnsiliiZiy of 7 ™ilay ¢ nity “hon we will
lave failed. But as we saw in the Vepscouves bDaoncia “ho women’c fgucus can
play the vanguard role in.initiatirg tho [ rococu. \Yadhis man who wede
previously passive are actively chall-ndpm o nnny £ ave reococnizing
their ova cexism.) Many wanrader z~:x‘7 faets whe LEA, nheve $2I1dvs that
the problems of sexiecm should be r nalod Ty th srivation 39 3 wholey and

that on that b2cis they do ot thinh that 3 wamants caneun 43 n'*c"**y.
While it is, of courss, true that these poeblens <l 7 oo Pardled By the
organization as a whole, it i3 not the e¢ime o7 o Jag Lol Linge problens pre
in reality being handled by the orgcnization s = wihals, Ue want te ceo the
new organizaticn start off | raklng this goaazizas estorts

We hope that this contributicn will slart oif the clecuszion on the zaie and
function of women's caucuses in th- now o~~*":11’:1. ia knowe tizt there does
not seem to be any controversy cver ihe abuirn richt” of wren to form a
caucus. ! » Using the Vancouvlr oxp:::fi’i. va novae tricd to indicate
how they are both necessary and helpful #5 tac coopafz:zlien 27 4 whole. we
think that to say that women's caucuse; wro pornicslille bul rot nocessary
indicates a shallow understanding of the monife taticne of sexizm ard wemen's
oppression in the organization. And bezilzs, &= long - we “34C CUr ovn

program seriously, we have a certein uncarstisniirg ¢t the n=cls of the oppressed

to get together to deal with theilr cwn oppressinn,
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commie greetings and all that Ciec




