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I am delighted to welcome two women Members of Canada’s Armed Forces from Montreal here tonight. I 
served three years on Canada’s Treasury Board, when the Generals of the day emphatically stated that there 
would NEVER be Women in Combat in Canada’s Forces. Well things change!  When we speak of women and 
Rights we must always affirm that Rights is one side of the coin but Responsibility is the other, and Canada’s 
Military women are setting the very highest standard of responsibility for the good of this Country!  

I acknowledge with respect the Peoples of the Okanagan First Nations in whose traditional territories we are 
gathered. It is indeed an honour to be able to join you all once again, as you come together in this time of 
concern and great need of support for Afghan women and perhaps (to a lesser extent) for women in all corners 
of our world. In my view, there has been a regression over recent years regarding the place of women in most 
world societies, including here in Canada where our progress has been notably stalled and a lack of focus is 
apparent.  With the possible exception of U.S. ‘Tea Party’ emergence, composed predominantly of women, 
who with a calculated ‘simplicism’ are expressing the vocal political right, seem destined to undermine hard-
won respect and public trust in our sex over the long term, possibly damaging ALL aspiring women in the 
process. 

Inspired by Sally Armstrong, Canadian Women for Women in Afghanistan offers one of the few ‘bright spots’ in 
today’s Canada of young women reaching out to their sisters in peril in Afghanistan.

A slow erosion of the place of women in our society has many causes. A broad range of impacts have been 
felt that range from the failure of the economy to accommodate parenting to the extreme subjugation of women 
in other parts of the world affecting all. It is apparent that impacts have been felt across the spectrum and 
throughout the global society. In Canada, the economic downturn has served to highlight an old maxim that we 
thought had been retired decades ago, in which women, ethnics, immigrants and non-traditional ‘others’ remain 
the ‘last hired and first fired’. Canadian women, like women elsewhere on average, continue to earn less than 
comparable men in similar positions. 

Here at home, we still regrettably have domestic violence against women and horrific acts committed that are 
often linked to rank racism and misogyny. The double jeopardy of racism and sexism is obvious here in B. C. in 
the tragic Picton murders and the some 20 unsolved disappearances along Highway 16; the so-called Highway 
of Tears, where victims again are predominantly of First Nations or of Aboriginal heritage. 

As my daughter says: “I don’t want to hear that these women are being ignored because they are prostitutes, 
or have drug addictions, or are of first nations heritage.  I want to know WHY in a society as rich and secure 
as Canada’s that we live in a system that seemingly ignores the conditions that force women into such 
degradation and danger!” 

Canadians like to think of ourselves as eminently civilized and yet the University of B. C. recently confirmed that 
half of all Canadian women can expect to be attacked during our lifetime. There are also wretched examples of 
post-immigration ‘old world’ anti-woman practices here too, such as female circumcision, and so-called ‘honour 
killings’, where family murders generally of young women and girls by their fathers or brothers are killed for the 
so-called’ crime’ of seeking the freedom to gain their Canadian identity. 



There are also various other ‘customary’ misogynist, anti-women practices enacted here that have roots firmly 
vested in other times and other places and are intolerable in Canadian Society. Women everywhere must 
continue to fight such criminal behaviour wherever it occurs and when such criminal acts are carried out on 
Canadian soil there can be no excuses, even in the distorted name of heritage or faith, for failing to prosecute 
offenders to the full extent of Canadian Law. Of course the corollary of this situation might also be said to 
be true: since Rights and Privileges that have been fought for here, can be said to have influenced women’s 
aspirations and the continuing search for equal rights and responsibilities in women around the world. You may 
have read the Globe and Mail articles on the imbalance of women to men in positions of power in Canada.  
Recent studies show women across Canada have successfully reached considerable power, but are still 
restricted from ultimate power that remains largely vested in men alone at the most senior Management and 
Ownership levels. 

I am not certain how many of you as delegates to this Conference have watched the American Television 
Program: ‘Mad Men’, but if you have, you have experienced a highly dramatized version of the 1960’s in North 
America. It is a carefully contrived exaggeration of outrageous sexism masquerading as a portrayal of the past, 
but in my opinion it is really designed for the prurient ‘delectation’ of the present. The 1960’s were a time when 
women here as well as in the U.S. were immured in ‘Pink Ghetto’s’ of submission to all and any male authority 
and when the fabled ‘glass ceiling’ barely reached out of the ‘secretarial pool’. 

Our options as citizens were largely circumscribed by outdated stereotypes of ‘Victorian mother’ and ‘angelic 
male helpmeet’. Careers open to us were Teacher, Secretary, Nurse or Air Line Stewardess and little else. 
Restrictions against female access, both subtle and overt existed in every university.  In reaction to that world 
many women simply ‘HAD ENOUGH’ and by the mid-1970’s we had ‘blown the top off’ so many negative 
stereotypes and anti-woman traditions that the Canada we lived in, was forever changed. The Women’s 
movement and the Environmental Movements of that time were unprecedented in our history and their effect is 
still being felt and is strongly entrenched now in the 21st century.

True, there were hard-won advances: Laws were re-written and some of the most egregious anti-woman laws 
were removed from Canadian jurisprudence. This resulted in a furious ‘Backlash’ against achieving women in 
Canada. It was manifested in many ways, effectively resulting in today’s seeming sense that Canada’s women 
are forever immured in the words of philosopher Simone de Beauvoir to being ‘the second sex’.  There is an 
attitude of defeatism in too many of today’s young women. Hardly surprising! Too many girls are objectified 
in the media to near-pornographic proportions, discounting all their strengths and potential, while maximizing 
a culture of ‘appearance’ as being ‘ALL”.  The fact that women have outnumbered men in much of Canada’s 
university population is rarely acknowledged. Women today represent 47% of the work force and occupy 37% 
of management positions while at the same time they remain a negligible minority in the top positions. 

When it comes to women elected to political office, Canada ranks today as a ‘global laughing stock’. With 
all our wealth, benefits and security; the last time we met, 18 months ago, Canada ranked 46th in the world 
and now in this new and ‘greyer’ Canada we are at a disgraceful 51st, ranking behind such countries such as 
Rwanda, Belarus and Pakistan. There are more women elected to the Afghan parliament than there are to 
Canada’s with our current standing at 22%!! In the years that I was running for public office, while we had good 
support from a major part of the populace, we also faced massed protests and experienced threats of many 
kinds. BUT negative as some of those experiences were and characterized as ‘Godless Feminists’, by our own 
homegrown fundamentalists: I KNOW THAT NEVER ONCE DID I, OR TO MY KNOWLEDGE ANY OF THE 
WOMEN I SERVED WITH SUFFER ANYTHING LIKE THE KIND OF HORRIFYING AND APPALLING ABUSE 
AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS IN AFGHANISTAN. 

It has often been said that women can’t stand the ‘cut and thrust’ of partisan action. (‘Cut and Thrust” by the 
way, in my experience was code for uncivil pettiness and for nasty, irrelevant and often sophomoric behavior 
being represented as ‘high-minded’ public policy ‘discussion’). You have only to observe the increasing ugliness 
and untruths that are exposed in today’s popular ‘Attack Ads’ to see some of the reasons why good people 
of both sexes do not serve their country in political office. Bad as it gets: as my late friend Rosemary Brown 



used to say: ‘politics is far superior to killing each other’, as continues to happen in other jurisdictions!’  The 
admirable Sister Mary Jo Leddy, Roman Catholic Feminist, said on radio a few days ago: ‘We are living in a 
mean and vicious time’. I agree, but that is even MORE reason for good women to serve their countries! Vast 
change is all around us. This world that for eons has been built on competition, is beginning to learn the value 
of collaboration and recent experiments show including women in decision-making processes vastly improves 
decision-making outcomes.

In Afghanistan, we are aware that women face barriers to public office that most of us cannot imagine. That is 
why the work of this organization is so important to their future. In the face of unimaginable brutality, Afghan 
women have still courageously sought and achieved high office. To reach that goal of equality in a sometimes 
‘medieval’ and corrupt political landscape, Afghan women have overcome prejudice and misogyny that is 
practiced on an unparalleled scale!  Some Islamic religious scholars and leaders under the tutelage of Talib 
leaders remain blind to the position of women in Islam. Also observed in H. Karzai’s law of this year that 
subjugated female citizens. They remain blind to the fact that the position of women in Islam, at least in theory, 
asserts that women have the right to be educated and the right to be elected to political offices. The Qur’an and 
Hadiths of the Prophet clearly obligate Muslim men and women to acquire knowledge and education. I quote: 
‘Seeking knowledge is a duty of every Muslim man or woman’ (Ayisha Lemu 1978:25) Two other Hadith state: 
“seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave’… and: ‘The father, if he educates his daughter well will enter 
paradise’! (There are many more such exhortations to a world that Afghan women have a birthright to achieve).

I am aware that this organization is constantly in the throes of increasing educational access for Afghan women 
and suggest a book on your work; experiences and on-going needs written by Afghan women might assist our 
public to better understand this essential work. You might look to the popularity of the school-building stories 
of American Greg Mortenson in his two books titled: ‘Three Cups of Tea’ and ‘Stones to Schools’. The books 
tell of the ‘thirst for education for their children that exists in Muslim countries’ and the sensible interaction 
Mortenson undertook on a personal basis, taking years of consultation with local peoples, leaders and families 
and then together with funding from North America they built 133 village schools for girls in Pakistan and 
Afghanistan. (Very few of those schools have been destroyed.)

Why do I compare our experiences of feminism here in Canada with the struggles today of women in 
Afghanistan?  Because the struggle is not national and never was, it is Universal! The fate of Afghan women is 
inevitably tied to that of all women everywhere. We know that until all women are free, none of us is truly free 
and work done to date by CW4WAfghan can be lost as quickly as its positives have been gained if strong and 
supportive systems are not continued in support. 

I am quite aware that the practice and even the word ‘feminism‘ are ‘out of style’. Yet, I confess that a definition 
of Feminism first printed in 1895 in a British Academic Journal (The Athenaeum) has sustained me through the 
decades. It is that: ‘a Feminist is a woman or girl who has within herself the strength to fight her way to 
independence’. I have never experienced any reason to alter that definition, and I believe it stands as well for 
the women in Afghanistan, as it once did for the first Suffragettes in Great Britain. 

Women across the ages and across this world have proven our ‘bona fides’ beyond any shadow of doubt! 
We ARE equal, but we are different than men. It is a difference that sustains this planet!  We deserve and 
demand equity of opportunity and equal respect. Men’s so called ‘fear’ of women as equals is in my opinion 
exaggerated: the best of men have NEVER feared educated women of courage and resolve. Women across 
the world continue to gain strength from each other’s struggles, and I am indeed proud to see the strength 
engendered by this organization. We are inspired by the presentations made and by the examples of good 
women and good men who are with us in this endeavour.  We pay particular tribute to this CW4WAfghan 
network, located across Canada and to our own Lauryn Oates who is a shining example of a future that we can 
look to with pride.

We are presently seeing many of our fellow Canadians either agonizing over, or celebrating the impending 
withdrawal of our troops from Afghanistan. It is a fact that many NATO Members either refused to serve as their 
Charter indicates they would do in such a circumstance, or that they chose ‘soft’ landings for their Military in 



less conflicted parts of Afghanistan than either Helmand or Kandahar Provinces. Last week’s assassination of 
Mohammad Omar, governor of Kunduz Province indicates that the conflict is expanding and moving north. It is 
also a fact that our Canadian Military have shouldered a particularly hard burden in Kandahar. Our more than 
150 precious men and women killed in battle, coupled with at least 1,800 wounded is a heavy price to pay to 
protect Human Rights in another country. 

As a result there are many of our fellow citizens currently saying that Canada’s participation has ‘made 
little difference’ to Afghanistan and indicating that the lost and wounded lives of Canada’s soldiers were of 
little benefit to either Afghans or Canadians. The benefit to Canada is clear in helping to stop the spread of 
fundamentalist terrorism, the benefit to Afghans was recently made clear in an ABC News Survey showing 
more than 60% of Afghans surveyed indicated that they believed they were ‘better off’ than their parents had 
been. That shows a younger generation born into unending war desire their country to progress, not regress!  It 
is not surprising that the men and women serving today in Canada’s Armed Forces, deployed in Afghanistan 
since 2002 have had an historically unprecedented mandate to pursue.  

Our Forces have been tasked to engage the Taliban and enemy elements of Al Quaida as well as other 
aggressors in combat while at the same time they are expected to engage in reconstruction and supporting 
affected populations and communities. In this time urban guerilla warfare, surely few Armies in History 
have ever been tasked to concurrently destroy and to build the communities in their pathway!  It is therefore 
extremely significant I think, that parents of those lost Canadian soldiers recently spoke out supporting 
Canada’s continued engagement in Afghanistan, while visiting in Kandahar. Grieving parents saw with their 
own eyes, some of the more than 5M children who have returned to school since elements of the Taliban 
Government were routed. Afghan citizens have witnessed some positive results of the engagement, as in 
a massive Canadian Vaccination Program that has delivered a significant drop in the number of polio and 
measles experienced by Afghan boys and girls. The parents also saw Health Care and educational delivery 
expanded, yes to BOTH women and girls too.

It is extremely significant, I think, that parents of lost Canadian soldiers recently spoke out supporting Canada’s continued 
engagement in Afghanistan, while visiting in Kandahar. Grieving parents saw with their own eyes, some of the more than 
5M children who have returned to school since elements of the Taliban were routed. Afghan citizens have witnessed some 
positive results of the engagement, as in a massive Canadian vaccination program that has delivered a significant drop in the 
number of polio and measles cases experienced by Afghan boys and girls. The parents also saw health care and 
educational delivery expanded---including to women and girls! 

Although much remains to be done, it is tragic in my opinion for Canada to depart Afghanistan without working to secure a 
future for the people who our men and women soldiers have lived with and died with in the past eight years!  For Canada to 
leave now, without even a forward-looking offer to use our hard-won good offices at least in the diplomatic sphere to broker a 
stable peace for Afghanistan indicates that Canada will allow the Taliban to return to power.  That will mean a return to all their 
barbaric 6th century practices and condemn every woman and girl of that country back to the hell, from which we originally 
said we were there to rescue them! If the West departs, they will leave only a skeleton force of police and military trainers 
and NGOs. It is fearful to think that the people of Afghanistan may revert to women being subject to domestic, institutional 
and state violence, forced marriage and lack of access to even rudimentary security or justice. These dark legacies are 
the foundation of Wahabist theory as espoused by the spirit of Osama Ben Laden, once an honoured guest of the Afghan 
Taliban.

A Canadian withdrawal puts every Canadian aid worker, Non Governmental Organization personnel and government 
delegate at greater risk of being victimized by ensuing political turbulence.

I believe a return to the inclusion of what President Hamid Karzai recently referred to as ‘Moderate Taliban’ in government is a 
human tragedy for our world and in particular for women. Women will pay the cost of this oxymoronic decision for generations 
to come. I remain confident however, that whatever, our government does, or doesn’t do, that Canadian Women for Women 
in Afghanistan members WILL stay the course and continue the battle to assist and support Afghan women and girls.



In spite of being denied a seat on the Security Council in October 2010, Canadians remain proud of our record in support of 
the United Nations, formed at the end of World War Two. It was Canadian Law professor and distinguished public servant 
John Humphries who wrote the original draft of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted on 
December 10th, 1948, when our world, including Canada, pledged to “save succeeding generations from the scourge of war”.  
Our obligation to do so remains constant in that regard.

The basic Human Right of every woman to share equally the bounty of civilization is undeniable. Canada’s new Immigration 
Guide affirms that ‘Equality between men and women is indivisible’. We turn our face away from the women of Afghanistan to 
our own peril, knowing that their suffering will ultimately be our suffering. 

The darkness of a deep past is once more descending on the women of Afghanistan after a brief and shining promise of 
something better! It is a battle as old as the cave from which we emerged and to which some fear we are bent on returning. 

Canadian Women for Women for Afghanistan members reply with a simple and emphatic “NO”!
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