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Abstract

“We Can Do It Ourselves” Worker-Led Organizing and the Feminist Movement on the West
Coast

Thomas R. MacMillan, PhD
Concordia University, 2025

In the 1970s, segments of the women’s movement turned to union organizing to improve
working conditions and challenge patriarchal control over the workplace. Many workplaces,
primarily staffed by women, were either ignored or dismissed by male-led organized labour. Into
this void stepped activists with roots in the fights for abortion rights and against the Vietnam
War. These feminist-inspired unions organized highly democratic organizations which sought to
closely mirror the consciousness-raising groups which characterized the women’s liberation
movement. Workers in university offices, legal service non-profits, daycares, restaurants, and
beyond joined feminist unions. These “pink-collar” workers won impressive gains for
themselves and for other working women, including the first collective bargaining agreements in
Canadian history which guaranteed fully paid maternity leave for clerical and support staff at the
University of British Columbia and Simon Fraser University. This movement organized across
national boundaries, with its strongest elements found in the metropolitan regions of North
America’s West Coast.

The feminist union movement faced hostility from several different groups, including
management, government officials, and the mainstream labour movement. In Canada, the
Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) stymied the organizing of SORWUC and its successful bank
worker organizing drive. Clashes with management, an increasingly unfriendly labour relations
system, and opposition from male-led organized labour led to the movement’s dissipation in the
early 1980s. This thesis argues that through egalitarian structures, a willingness to challenge the
prevailing notion of who belonged in the labour movement, and deep ties to existing social
movements, feminist unions on the West Coast left a lasting impact on organized labour. By
challenging organized labor and the mainstream women’s movement, these organizations pushed
both to pay closer attention to the needs of low wage working women and other marginalized
groups.

This dissertation is an intervention into the history of social movements in twentieth
century North America, particularly Canadian and United States labour history; the working
class did not die in the 1970s but was transformed by the class and gender struggles of
marginalized workers. By taking a transnational lens, it challenges prevailing nationalist
frameworks.
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Introduction
My mother was a working woman, just like her mother, and her mother’s mother. My

great-grandmother, Albina, was the daughter of Québécois emigrants. Like most in her
community, she made shoes in crowded New Hampshire shoe factories. Family legend has it that
she was extremely good at her craft, which allowed her to actually buy a small home during the
depths of the Great Depression. When my grandmother, Claire, reached working age in the
1950s, the New England shoe industry, which had previously supported multiple generations of
workers, was in decline. As a result, my grandmother worked in retail as a salesclerk in a variety
of department stores and pharmacies for most of the next fifty years, only retiring when my
grandfather’s declining health forced her to do so. When it was my mother’s time to enter the
workforce in the late 1970s, she benefited from the hard work of my grandparents as well as my
grandfather’s union contract as a postal worker. My mother, Cathy, unlike previous generations
of women before her, went to university and received a Bachelor of Science degree before
starting her working life as a lab technician. She worked in that field for the remainder of her
life, dying from pancreatic cancer at the age of 49.

Despite getting what many consider a “good job” as a lab technician, Cathy was not
exempt from workplace injury, arbitrary rules, or insufficient pay. Throughout my teenage years,
she was forced to get a second job, this one part-time, in order to pay the mortgage on our own
small home which she had scrimped and saved for. As a curious teenager and young adult, I
often inquired about her experiences at work. She told me that while she dearly loved her co-
workers and found the process of lab work fulfilling, she was unhappy with the sterile, corporate
atmosphere created by her company’s new owners. She also told me about her sore back and
neck, injured through decades of repetitive microscope use, as well as low-pay and arbitrary

scheduling. Despite working for decades at this company, seniority meant little more than a



plaque acknowledging her loyalty. These issues were not unique to my mother but, because she
did not have the protection of a union, she was forced to endure them without recourse.

One day, when I was about twenty years old, my mom and I were talking about her job
and, as usual, she was upset that the bosses did not treat her and her co-workers well. Armed
with two years of undergraduate coursework, I naively asked “why don’t you just form a union?”
In her patient and loving way, she told me that it was not possible and that she just had to deal
with her workplace problems as best she could. I was bewildered by the notion that, for some
workers like my mother and grandmother, having a union felt virtually impossible. After years of
maturing and studying, what I now realize is that she was fundamentally correct: the reality for
most working people, especially those in female-typed jobs like lab technician and sales clerk,
was and continues to be that accessing the power of a union is simply not possible for all but a
lucky few.!

This dissertation project is an attempt to understand why so many working women in
Canada and the United States, like my mother and grandmother and tens of millions of others,
have not had a labour union to defend their rights in the workplace. It also seeks to explain how
issues commonly understood as primarily benefiting working women, like maternity leave,
gender pay equity, and opposition to workplace harassment, became union issues.? It does so by
examining the formation of independent labour unions organized by feminist activists which
adhered to the motto of “we can do it ourselves.” Unlike existing unions, these feminist-inspired

unions were governed by working women and were closely attuned to the specificities of

!'In 1973, the unionization rate for private-sector women in the United States was about 16%, or
approximately 1 in 6. By 2007, that number dropped to 6%, or approximately 1 in 17. Bruce Western and Jake
Rosenfeld, "Unions, Norms, and the Rise in U.S. Wage Inequality," American Sociological Review 76, no. 4. 513.

2 This study acknowledges that these are societal problems which are not now and have never been strictly
‘women’s issues.’ It uses the frame of ‘women’s issues’ as they were understood in the 1970s when feminist unions
were at their peak.



‘women’s work.’ It seeks to tell the history of working-class and socialist feminist activists who
scholar Meg Luxton identified as having “developed a strong feminist presence in the labour
movement and a significant working-class orientation in the women's movement."> Among the
vanguard of these activists were feminist unions.

This thesis investigates the origins, actions, and decline of feminist movement-inspired
labour unions on the West Coast of Canada and the United States from the late 1960s through the
early 1980s. It examines four unions and one labour-focused non-profit organization which were
based in three major cities on the West Coast. The Association of University and College
Employees (AUCE) and the Service, Office and Retail Workers' Union of Canada (SORWUC)
operated out of B.C.’s Lower Mainland, while Seattle’s United Workers Union-Independent
(UWU-I), and the San Francisco-based United Legal Workers of California (ULWC) were in the
United States. Throughout the 1970s, several women’s movement groups built or supported
newly formed labour unions among those employed in predominantly female-typed jobs. While
male workers were never excluded, women constituted the vast majority of members. These
unions fought to improve the lives of all workers, with a special eye towards the needs of
women. Rather than accepting what they viewed as secondary or subordinate status within
existing unions, feminist unions organized separately from male-led unions, and drew parallels to
their experiences in the women’s movement.* They did so because to avoid creating “a union

where power could fall to an elite few, where the majority of members are women but the

3 Meg Luxton. "Feminism as a Class Act: Working-Class Feminism and the Women's
Movement in Canada," Labour/Le Travail 48 (Fall 2001), 64.

4 “The argument against the independent feminist unions is one that has been traditionally used against the
women’s movement and its right to exist. Whenever we demand our own organizations we are accused of splitting
the working class. It is a critical question for feminists: is it necessary for us to have our own organizations, our own
independent power base, or can we win by influencing and infiltrating established male-dominated organizations?”
Jackie Ainsworth et al. “Getting Organized in the Feminist Unions,” in Still Ain’t Satisfied! Canadian Feminism
Today, (The Women’s Press, 1982.) 137-138.



appointed officials are men."> In oral history interviews conducted in 2024-2025, a number of
participants recounted feelings of discrimination and exclusion in early experiences with existing
male-led unions and the broader activist left. In her study of women in the United Auto Workers
in Canada, Pamela Sugiman described this orientation as part of a “gendered strategy” that
incorporated both “reasoned decisions and emotional responses, calculated interests and
compromises.”® The unions built by these feminist activists fought for the liberation of women
and workers at the same time. However, as oral history interviews have confirmed, institutional
separation had a dual impact: without an external hierarchy to answer to, feminist unions broke
new ground in terms of which workplaces could be organized, demands sought during
bargaining, and how internal structures could be democratically organized. However, their
ambitious attempts at organizing led to conflict with existing male-led unions who felt threatened
by feminists entering what they considered “their turf.” These conflicts, combined with
increasingly strident anti-union orientation by national, state, and provincial governments, and an
increasing interest in women workers and their unique needs within mainstream unions, led to a
decline of independent feminist unionism in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

This thesis argues that the bold actions of the West Coast feminist unionist movement
challenged the post-war labour relations system, male-led organized labour, and the women’s
movement to recognize women as full members of the wage-earning working class and to
incorporate their unique demands for an end to gender-based sexual harassment, paid maternity
leave, equal pay for equal work, and beyond. By drawing upon the principles and organizing

tactics of the transnational women's liberation movement, feminist unions brought these ideas

5 Ainsworth et al. 137-138.

¢ Pamela Sugiman, Labour’s Dilemma: The Gender Politics of Auto Workers in Canada, 1937-1979.
(University of Toronto Press, 1994). 8.



into the labour movement, and, in the process, developed an effective form of union organizing
which emphasized peer-to-peer organizing, strong internal democratic practices, and a close
relationship with the women’s movement. In short, feminist unionists were able to relate to
women workers as whole people, both as women and members of the working class. Though
they did not fulfill their dream of organizing tens of millions of working women, this method has
been found in a number of successful organizing campaigns in the years since the movement’s
collapse, including by worker-organizers involved in several recent high-profile organizing
campaigns, including at Amazon, Starbucks, and Tesla.”

Though I was raised by working women, I did not initially set out to research feminist
unions. I only became aware of the topic through an interest in the history of left-wing labour
activism since 1945 and preparing for my comprehensive exams. However, I soon became
fascinated by the topic and found a number of largely untapped archives. Like historian Alice
Kessler-Harris, I have come to see the importance of gender "not out of an effort to reject class
but as an attempt to understand it in its full complexity."® This thesis is based on oral history
interviews and archival and periodical research. In winter 2023 and summer 2024, I undertook
extended research trips to the West Coast, during which I examined archival materials at the
University of British Columbia (UBC), Simon Fraser University (SFU), University of
Washington (UW), San Francisco State University (SFSU), and Stanford University. I have also
traveled from Montreal to Ottawa on several occasions to examine material at Library and

Archives Canada (LAC) and the University of Ottawa.

7 Eric Blanc, We Are the Union: How Worker-to-Worker Organizing Is Revitalizing Labor and Winning
Big (University of California Press, 2025).

8 Alice Kessler-Harris, Gendering Labor History (University of Illinois Press, 2007). 7



Between July 2024 and July 2025, I conducted fourteen oral history interviews with key
feminist union participants. Scholars of both women and workers have used oral histories to fill
the gap in the archives as well as get at the deeper meaning of personal histories.’ Participants
were initially identified through a close examination of archival sources. This led to me
contacting existing organizations, including the British Columbia Labour Heritage Centre, the
Freedom Socialist Party/Radical Women, and the National Legal Services Organization, which
put me in contact with potential interviewees. In some cases, individuals identified in the
archives were found through internet searches. These interviews, all of which occurred over
Zoom or by phone, were between 30 minutes and 90 minutes in length. They were focused on
personal histories as well as on histories of collective action.

The term ‘feminist union’ is used throughout this study because all of the organizations
were influenced by women’s liberation or socialist-feminist groups formed during the peak of
second-wave feminism in the late 1960s and mid-1970s.!° Shaped by the movement’s critiques
of capitalism and patriarchy, feminist unions utilized collective bargaining, strikes, grievances
and other labour tactics to fight for the unique needs of working women. Feminist unionism was
a political project which meant identifying and fighting for the unique needs of working

women.'! This was not only meant to benefit disrespected and poorly compensated women but

% Joan Sangster, “Telling our stories: feminist debates and the use of oral history,” Women's History
Review, 3 no. 1, (2004), 5-28.

10 Both of British Columbia’s feminist unions were directly organized by members of the Working
Women’s Association, a spin-off from the Vancouver Women’s Caucus. The United Workers Union-Independent in
Seattle was closely linked to Radical Women and the Freedom Socialist Party, and the United Legal Workers of
California had close ties with women’s support groups including Union Women’s Alliance to Gain Equality
(WAGE) and The Women’s Labor Project, sponsored by the National Lawyers Guild.

! These issues included paid maternity leave, elimination of the gender pay gap and workplace harassment,
increased wages for female-typed jobs, promotions based on seniority, the elimination of unpaid workplace tasks
like fetching coffee for bosses, and other issues. On a broader level, proponents of feminist unions wrote that, “The
message of the women’s movement has always been that “nobody can do it for us”; that women have the skills,
competence and ability to organize to fight our oppression. The Association of University and College Employees



also viewed as a method of undermining capitalism. At the 1975 Working Women’s Conference
in San Francisco, keynote speaker Joyce Maupin said, “As a matter of fact, somebody figured
out that if women got equal pay with men, it would cost $109 billion a year. Which is more than
corporate profits. In other words, paying women the same as men would wipe out corporate
profits. Not a bad idea!”!?

One common bargaining demand for feminist unions was a focus on raising the pay of
the lowest paid members rather than the higher paid ones. Accordingly, they fought for “across-
the-board” increases which raised pay by a flat amount for all members. Writing about bank
employees in Sweden, sociologist Joan Acker asserted that "a policy to raise women's wages
would minimize individualized wage setting and favor general, across-the-board wage
bargaining."'* Local 1 of the Association for University and College Employees at UBC, with its
1,200 members, was the largest bargaining unit belonging to a feminist union and it took this
equity-based approach to negotiating wage increases. As a 1973 resolution stated,

The yearly wage increase to all UBC employees should be the burden of the

administration and not lower paid workers. We all experience the same rate of inflation,

the same exorbitant rents and food prices. Our lesser paid fellow workers, by denying
them the same rate of increase as higher paid people, will feel the effects of inflation even
more, since they are less able to afford it. We want a fair contract for everyone. 40% of

the employees at UBC make under $500. Everyone deserves a decent standard of living
and a decent wage.'*

(AUCE), and the Service, Office and Retail Workers Union of Canada (SORWUC), both independent feminist
unions, are concrete examples of this struggle.” Jackie Ainsworth et al. “Getting Organized in the Feminist Unions,”
in Still Ain’t Satisfied! Canadian Feminism Today, (The Women’s Press, 1982), 133.

12 Maupin, Joyce. “Union Women’s Alliance to Gain Equality (Union Wage) 1975 Working Women’s
Conference.” California Revealed, n.d. https://californiarevealed.org/do/4ca988d9-716d-4ce5-a29d-2db043bb5681.

13 Joan Acker. "Thinking about wages: The gendered wage gap in Swedish banks" Gender & Society 5, no.
3 (1991): 405.

14 While the source says “rate,” the resolution was supportive of across-the-board increases. “WAGE
INCREASE VERSUS PERCENTAGE INCREASE” AUCE fonds, 1973 rbsc-arc-1021-021-001-019-pdf.pdf
https://open.library.ubc.ca/media/stream/pdf/auce/1.0376364/18



https://open.library.ubc.ca/media/stream/pdf/auce/1.0376364/18

In a contract proposal resolution passed the following year, Local One’s membership
instructed their contract committee to negotiate for a $250 per month across-the-board raise. The
resolution rhetorically asked, “why are we being paid less than the average provincial wage?” To
which it responded, “one very big reason is because the great majority of clerical workers are
women.” Thus, in addition to being monetarily recognized for their work and easing growing
concerns about the cost of living, the across-the-board raise was intended to "eradicate the wage
discrimination between "male" and "female" job categories."'® The local’s first contract, signed
later that year after a wildcat strike, included a $225 across-the-board wage increase in addition
to numerous other improvements, including a ground-breaking provision for fully-paid maternity
leave paid by the employer. '

In 1999, historian Marcel van der Linden issued a call to American labour historians to
forgo what he called the prevailing “methodological nationalism,” i.e. a “strict separation of
studies of the United States from those of other countries.”!” Despite the increasingly interwoven
nature of labour and economics in North America during the twentieth century, scholars have
generally taken this nationalistic lens to the history of organized labour in North America.

Since at least the late nineteenth-century, the two countries and their working-classes have
shared similar legal frameworks and their labour relations systems have been dominated by the

same corporations and international unions since the late 19th-century.'® Even periods of labour

15 “Contract Proposal to be voted on April 18th membership meeting Graduate Student Center Ballroom
5:15 “WAGES!!,” AUCE fonds, April 1974

16 “UBC Employees Vote,” The Province, August 30, 1974, 2.

17 Marcel van der Linden, “Transnationalizing American Labor History,” The Journal of American
History, 86, No. 3, December 1999.

18 In response to rising nationalist sentiments in Canada in the 1970s, a number of historians and activists
wrote about the contested history of international unionism in Canada. Robert H. Babcock, Gompers in Canada: a
study in American continentalism before the First World War. (University of Toronto Press, 1974). Roger Howard



revolt have mirrored each other.!” This thesis, therefore, by examining the feminist union
movement on the West Coast, applies a transnational lens to labour history by recognizing the
interconnectedness of labour organizations and activists across national boundaries. The subjects
of this study, feminist unions and those who devoted themselves to them, confirm many of van
der Linden’s arguments. They were, as van der Linden described of the broader labour
movement, “hardly concerned with [national] borders” and traveled freely across the US-Canada
border for conferences as well as to share ideas and report on their success and failures. Their
origins and closest ties were to the feminist movement, a global effort which drew in women and
their allies across every region and continent.

While historians have long noted similarities among the Pacific Northwest, sub-national
entities of Oregon, Washington, and British Columbia, the larger West Coast was home to a
transnational network which went beyond national and sub-regional boundaries.?’ This region,
stretching from British Columbia in the north to California in the south, constituted a
transnational region which saw the proliferation of a wide number of social movements.?' The
West Coast has long been one of the epicenters for political radicalism in North America and

New Left activists were able to tap into many of the region’s labour and women’s movement

and Jack Scott, “International unions and the ideology of class collaboration,” in Capitalism and the national
question in Canada, edited by Gary Teeple (University of Toronto Press, 1972), 67-88.

19 Craig Heron, The Canadian Labour Movement: A Short History Third Edition (James Lorimer &
Company Publishers, 2012) xvii.

20 There is an extensive historiography on the history of the Pacific Northwest. For example: Kornel Chang,
Pacific Connections: The Making of the U.S.-Canadian Borderlands (University of California Press, 2012).

21 Previous histories of the North American West have been marked by the concept of Western
exceptionalism, i.e. the belief that this region was uniquely radical, uniquely wild, and separate from other parts of
the continent and world. This is not the argument put forth in this dissertation. Instead, as Mark Leier has suggested,
this regional history treats the West Coast not as an inherently exceptional region but "as a case study, as a field of
investigation in which theory can be applied, tested, and criticized." Mark Leier, "W/[hither] Labour History:
Regionalism, Class, and the Writing of BC History,” BC Studies, Number 111, Autumn 1996, 73.



10

organizations when they turned to new union organizing.?> Knowledge was transmitted through

a variety of ways, including conferences, individual travel, letter-writing, and exchanges of
organizational newsletters. In October 1969, the Vancouver Women’s Caucus’ "Women: Reform
or Revolution?" conference brought 200 activists from across the West Coast to the University of
British Columbia campus.?* In April 1971, the VWC and the Voice of Women co-sponsored the
Vancouver Indochinese Women's Conference at UBC which brought together 600 activists from
Canada and the United States to strategize their fights against imperialism and the Vietnam
War.?* Historian Candice Klein argues that feminists, particularly lesbians, "used their
connections with one another to form long lasting political and cultural networkers, grounded in
their newfound sisterhood."?’ In 1973, the West Coast Lesbian Conference was held at
University of California-Los Angeles and, a year later, the Third World Women’s Conference
and Festival held at the University of Washington, all of which highlight the political diversity of

this women’s conference culture.?® In April 1975, a West Coast Conference of Socialist-Feminist

22 San Francisco was home to a number of alternative labour organizing efforts, including among women
sweatshop workers in the city’s Chinatown. Jesse Drew. “San Francisco Labor in the 1970s” in Ten Years that
Shook the City: San Francisco 1968-1978. Editor Chris Carlsson. (City Light Books, 2011).

23 Specifically, participants from outside of British Columbia traveled from the Canadian provinces of
Alberta and Saskatchewan, and the U.S. states of California, Idaho, and Washington. Liz Briemberg, “Beginnings
Women's Caucus," Vancouver Women's Caucus: A Women's Liberation History Project,
WWW.vancouverwomenscaucus.ca

24 Candice Klein, "“They Didn’t Even Realize Canada Was a Different Country:” Canadian Left
Nationalism at the 1971 Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference" Labour / Le Travail, Issue 84, 2019.

25 Candice Klein, " ‘We Thought We Were the Only Lesbians in the World’: 1971 Vancouver and the Rise
of Lesbian and Transnational Feminist Identities Between Canada and the USA," Gender & History, 2025, 390.

26 Alyssa A. Samek “Violence and identity politics: 1970s lesbian-feminist discourse and Robin Morgan's
1973 West Coast Lesbian Conference keynote address,” Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies, 13:3, (2016)
232-249; Tiana U. Wilson. "The Emerald City in Technicolor: Second-Wave Feminism, Solidarity Practices, and the
Seattle Third World Women, 1971-1976. Journal of Women's History, Volume 37, Number 3, Fall 2025, 57-78.
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Organizations in San Francisco was attended by approximately 200 members of nine socialist-
feminist organizations from Washington state, Oregon, and California.>’

Throughout these years, Union Women’s Alliance to Gain Equality (WAGE), a non-
profit of experienced labour union women founded in 1971, acted as a vital hub for information
sharing between organizations across the region. In November 1975, the group brought hundreds
of West Coast women worker-organizers to San Francisco.?® These conferences brought
motivated, often radicalized, women together to discuss strategies, debate key topics, and share
knowledge gained through their experiences. Unscheduled interpersonal time was also key. As
one conference attendee reflected,

sleeping, eating and talking together built a sisterhood and fostered an exchange of

opinions that the Conference was designed to produce. It was here on our living room

floors, the brunch at the Women's Center, the Conference dance, and the Christopher

Street parade, that sisters really got it TOGETHER.?’

Through sharing newsletters and other forms of network-building, British Columbia’s
feminist unionists looked as much to the activities of their sisters in Washington and California
as elsewhere in Canada. Likewise, San Francisco-based Union WAGE members who wanted to

prioritize support for independent unions viewed Vancouver-based SORWUC as “a wonderful

example.”* Letters to the editors show that The Pedestal, the newspaper published by the

27 Berkeley-Oakland Women's Unions, “Report on the West Coast Conference of Socialist Feminist
Organizations" Jan Arnold - Union W.A.G.E. Collection, 2009/055 (2-8)

28 Joyce Maupin. “Union Women’s Alliance to Gain Equality (Union Wage) 1975 Working Women’s
Conference.” California Revealed, n.d. https://californiarevealed.org/do/4ca988d9-716d-4ce5-a29d-2db043bb5681.

2 Though the writer is referring to another conference, it is representative of the experiences of many
attendees of various women’s conferences throughout this period. Jeanne Cordova. "Sisterhood and Non-Sisterhood
At Gay Women's West Coast Conference," Everywoman, Volume 2, Issue 10, July 9, 1971.

30 Private Correspondence between Pat Barter (Christie) and Joyce Maupin, January 6, 1977, Box 8, Folder
17, Data Center records, 1934-1996, Labor Archives and Research Center at San Francisco State University, San
Francisco, California.
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Vancouver Women's Caucus, had subscribers in San Francisco and women's liberation
newspapers published in Los Angeles and the San Francisco Bay Area were among a number of
periodicals advertised by the VWC.3!The interwoven nature of the West Coast women’s
movement is also exemplified in the migration patterns of some participants themselves. For
example, at least two U.S. emigres were members of the Vancouver Women’s Caucus.>?
Marylee Stephenson, an early scholar of Vancouver's women's liberation movement, earned a
BA from the University of California-Berkeley in 1967 before moving northward and being
awarded a PhD from the Department of Anthropology and Sociology at UBC in 1975.% Because
of these close connections, the West Coast is an ideal region for studying the growth of the
feminist union movement from the late 1960s to the early 1980s.

After witnessing intense sexism at a 1969 anti-Vietnam War demonstration, New York
activist Ellen Willis wrote that a "genuine alliance with male radicals will not be possible until
sexism sickens them as much as racism. This will not be accomplished through persuasion,
conciliation, or love, but through independence and solidarity."** The necessity of independent
women’s organizations guided by the principle of solidarity was a core feature of the women’s
liberation movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Feminist unions, women’s unions, and
women’s committees were three separate but related manifestations of this principle and it is

important to understand the distinction between them. All three were modeled after the informal

31 "Newspapers," The Pedestal, Volume 3, Issue 1, January 1971.

32 Henry John, "American Exiles Beyond The Politics of the Draft: Nudity, Feminism, and Third World
Decolonization in Vancouver, 1968-71," BC Studies, Number 205, Spring 2020, 45.

33 Marylee Stephenson. "Being In Women's Liberation: A Case Study in Social Change." (PhD diss.
University of British Columbia, 1975).

34 J. Zeitz, "Rejecting the Center: Radical Grassroots Politics in the 1970s — Second-Wave Feminism as a
Case Study" Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 43, No. 4 (October, 2008), 678.
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consciousness-raising groups which became widespread during the early years of the second-

wave feminist movement.>>

Women’s unions were women-only organizations which had
socialist-feminist politics.*® The most prominent of these was the Chicago Women’s Liberation
Union.?” While there was significant overlap in the aims of these groups, a key difference was
that feminist unions were founded as legally-recognized bargaining units which could not
discriminate against members of any gender. While most of the members of feminist unions
were women, there was no legal or de facto practice of excluding male members from full
participation. For unions acting as the legal representative, this would have constituted illegal
discrimination as well as being antithetical to the worldviews of these activists. In fact, feminist
unions represented a variety of male workers. Some sought out membership and actively
participated in union activities, while others, including the technicians at Simon Fraser
University, sought to steer their union on a more traditional path.*® The most enthusiastic male
participants were, perhaps unsurprisingly, those who supported the socialist-feminist unionism
promoted by women’s liberation activists. Within feminist unions, the politics of militancy and
moderation did not break along gendered lines. At times, men expressed more solidly feminist
positions and found themselves opposed by more conservative women members and vice versa.

The experiences of male feminists reveals that gender alone did not determine members' attitudes

toward feminism or a more robust approach to trade unionism.

3% Linda Briskin, “Union Women and Separate Organizing,” in Women Challenging Unions: Feminism,
Democracy, and Militancy. Eds Linda Briskin and Patricia McDermott (University of Toronto Press, 1993), 91.

36 “Women’s Liberation Unions,” Marxists Internet Archive Encyclopedia, accessed September 15, 2025.
https://www.marxists.org/glossary/orgs/w/o.htm

37 “Chicago Women’s Liberation Union Herstory Project,” accessed September 5, 2025,
https://www.cwluherstory.org/

38 Interviews were conducted with several of male members of feminist unions, all of whom were
enthusiastic about their experiences. See Henry Noble interview, July 8, 2024; Jack Gegenberg interview,
September 30, 2024; Ian Mackenzie interview, July 21, 2025.
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Another kind of women’s labour activism which developed during this period was
women’s committees.>® These organizations were formed within existing trade unions by activist
members who sought to improve contract language, increased participation in union governance,
and structural changes which would allow for greater participation by women members.*’
Feminist unions and women’s committees both fought to improve the conditions of women
workers, in both the labour movement and society at-large. unions, by contrast, engaged in direct
organizing of women workers and believed that, by empowering them to run their own unions,
women would gain self-confidence and skills necessary to combat sexism and improve their
working conditions. By contrast, women’s committees were internal pressure groups which
advocated for their unions, and the larger labour movement, to fight for women’s rights in both
collective bargaining and society at large. Linda Briskin has also highlighted how women’s
committees have been key in the fights against racism and homophobia in the labour
movement.*!

Historiography

The history of feminist unions has been significantly under-researched, and scholars of

second-wave feminism and/or labour history have yet to produce studies of all but one of the

unions which constitute the core of this dissertation. This has occurred for a multitude of reasons,

including their relatively small sizes, the relative recency of their organizing, and their socio-

39 Janice Ruth Foley. "Redistributing Union Power to Women: The Experiences of Two Women's
Committees," PhD diss. 1995, University of British Columbia.

40 Besides feminist unions, a multitude of working women's organizations were founded in the 1970s. Two
of the most prominent support and advocacy groups were the Coalition of Labor Union Women (CLUW), which
formed in the United States in 1974 and was only open to AFL-CIO affiliates, and Organized Working Women
(OWW), an Ontario-based group founded in 1976 which was open to all unionized women workers, regardless of
affiliation. Silke Roth. Building Movement Bridges: The Coalition of Labor Union Women (Praeger, 2003).

41 Briskin, 92-93.
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political position as socialist feminist. While only Julia Smith has examined the institutional
history of one of the unions, SORWUC, this dissertation is a first attempt at looking at this
historical phenomenon, particularly beyond the scope of a singular union. Thus, for three of the
four unions in this study, this is the first examination of their institutional histories. It is also the
first time a scholar has followed the linkages and continuities between feminist union organizing
on either side of the border.

Historians and labour studies scholars have paid increasing attention to organized labour
in the United States during the 1970s. Perhaps the best-known monograph on the subject is
Jefferson Cowie’s Stayin’ Alive: the 1970s and the Last Days of the Working Class. ** Cowie
argues that the decade began with great promise for the working-class but, due to a lack of
cohesion on the part of reformers and the period’s economic unraveling, the United States
became "a republic of anxiety." He contends that the “profundity in the nothingness of the
decade” was its "greatest and most tragic legacy." Cowie conceptualizes the working class as the
"unionized voting block from the New Deal to the 1970s." While admitting that this definition is
imperfect and nodding at a broader notion of class, this dissertation asserts that his notion of
working class is fundamentally incorrect and that the blue-collar workers who built militant
unions in the 1930s represented only a small portion of the actual working class. Though Cowie
does discuss various marginalized groups of workers like women, farmworkers, public sector
employees, and their efforts to build working-class power, Cowie's definition of who belonged
to the working class was overwhelmingly white, male, and relatively financially stable. Instead,
this dissertation demonstrates that while many industrial workers faced great difficulties during

and after the 1970s, other sectors of the working class, including those in female-typed jobs,

42 Jefferson Cowie, Stayin’ Alive: the 1970s and the Last Days of the Working Class (The New Press, 2010)
18.
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sought to not only unionize but to revolutionize the broader labour movement. Public sector
militancy was a major feature of the 1970s and it was the failure of the old labour movement to
successfully incorporate and empower working class white-collar women in the private sector at
the same rate it did blue-collar workers which contributed to the anxiety and disappointment that
became as prevalent as Cowie accurately described.

Lane Windham’s Knocking on Labor’s Door: Union Organizing in the 1970s and the
Roots of a New Economic Divide, argues that the 1970s was a decade filled with “tremendous
organizing efforts” among women, racial minorities, and other previously unorganized groups.
By centering the “hopes and aspirations” of “workers who tried to form unions, whether they
won or not,” she argues against Cowie’s defeatist narrative of history which casts the 1970s as a
period defined solely by working-class segmentation and failure.*’ The book is written with the
eye of a labour organizer; Windham is a former staffer at AFL-CIO headquarters and a staff
organizer with various mainstream unions. While it vividly captures the organizing efforts of
unorganized workers who sought to win a union, it does not sufficiently examine the impact
mainstream organized labour had on the failure to organize working women nor does it
adequately address the importance of the women's movement to this organizing. The pages that
follow build off of Windham’s history of labour organizing by infusing it with new perspectives.

Feminist unionism was not the only worker-led movement against bureaucratic and

conservative business unionism in North America.** Rank-and-file union members across North

43 Lane Windham. Knocking on labor’s door: Union organizing in the 1970s and the roots of a new
economic divide. (UNC Press Books, 2017), 3.

44 Several books and articles on this topic have been published in recent years. See Aaron Brenner et al.
Rebel Rank and File: Labor Militancy and Revolt From Below During The Long 1970s. (Verso, 2010); Steve Early.
The civil wars in US labor: Birth of a new workers' movement or death throes of the old?. (Haymarket Books,
2011); Cal Winslow, Labor's Civil War in California: The NUHW Healthcare Workers' Rebellion, (PM Press 2010);
Sean Antaya. “The New Left at Work: Workers’ Unity, the New Tendency, and Rank-and-File Organizing in
Windsor, Ontario, in the 1970s”. Labour / Le Travail, 85,2020 53—89.
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America fought back against their entrenched union’s leadership by forming caucuses, engaging
in wildcat strikes, and asserting their democratic rights as union members. Herman Benson, a
longtime union democracy activist, hailed reform movements within established unions,
including the 1972 victory of Miners for Democracy and the 1991 victory of Teamsters for a
Democratic Union, as creating “the moral atmosphere for change.”#’ These efforts have attracted
the interest of a number of scholars; many of whom were veterans of the New Left who had been
engaged in these efforts. As such, this study should be viewed as a counterpart to other studies of
working-class resistance during this period.

In response to growing levels of organization by white-collar public sector workers, U.S.
President John F. Kennedy issued Executive Order 10988 in January 1962. This Order granted
federal employees the right to collective bargaining for the first time. In Canada, public sector
organizing, combined with the growing popularity of the social democratic New Democratic
Party prompted the Liberal government to grant collective bargaining rights to federal employees
in 1967 through the passage of the Public Service Labour Relations Act.*® States (twenty-two out
of fifty) and all Canadian provinces legalized the practice around this time as well.*” Quickly,
public sector unionization rates skyrocketed and soon, their numbers far surpassed those of the
private sector. Despite this, there is a dearth of histories of post-war labour organizing in Canada,
especially among white-collar workers. As labour scholars Stephanie Ross and Larry Savage

have pointed out, the bulk of scholarship on public sector unions in Canada view their rise

4 Herman Benson. Rebels, reformers, and racketeers: How insurgents transformed the labor movement.
(Association for Union Democracy, 2004), xiii.

46 Craig Heron, The Canadian Labour Movement: A Short History Third Edition (James Lorimer &
Company Publishers, 2012) 97.

47 Joseph A. McCartin. (2008). ""A Wagner Act for Public Employees": Labor's Deferred Dream and the
Rise of Conservatism, 1970-1976". Journal of American History. 95 (1): 123-148
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through the lens of present, not their larger socio-political impact.*®

Over the past sixty years, the
Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) has become the largest union in Canada through a
combination of workplace organization and a series of mergers with other unions; several of
were locals previously affiliated with the Association of University and College Employees
(AUCE). Gary Chaison has written that large unions like CUPE and the Canadian Auto Workers
(CAW) “turn[ed] to absorptions as alternative to traditional organizing.”*’ In the decades since
these mergers, there is a lack of scholarship into the nature of these absorptions and/or mergers.
One of the aims of Chapter 1 is to investigate the complicated circumstances which led AUCE
Local 1 at the University of British Columbia to merge into CUPE.

There are no book length equivalents in Canadian history to either of the aforementioned
works. Institutional histories partially tell these stories, as do case studies of a few individual
organizing drives.>® Chapter 5 of this dissertation highlights numerous half-hearted attempts at
white-collar organizing by the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) in the almost two decades prior
to the rise of feminist unions. For example, the short-lived Association of Commercial and
Technical Employees organizing effort of the mid-1970s cost millions of dollars and involved

both paid staffers and volunteer organizers without much success or scholarly attention. The

bank worker organizing drive of the late 1970s-early 1980s, kickstarted by the Service, Office

48 Stephanie Ross and Larry Savage, Public Sector Unions in the Age of Austerity (Fernwood Publishers,
2013), 11.

4 Gary N. Chaison. Union Mergers In Hard Times: The View From Five Countries. (Cornell University
Press, 1996), 59.

30 Sam Gindin, The Canadian Auto Workers: The Birth and Transformation of a Union (James Lorimer &
Company Ltd., 1995); Bruce McLean, 4 union amongst government employees : a history of the B.C. Government
Employees' Union, 1919-1979. (self-published, 1979); Bradley J. Pragnell. Organizing Department Store Workers:
The Case of the RWDSU at Eaton's, 1983-1987 (Industrial Relations Centre, Queen’s University at Kingston, 1989);
Patricia McDermott “The Eaton’s Strike: We Wouldn’t Have Missed It for the World!” in Women Challenging
Unions: Feminism, Democracy, and Militancy. Linda Briskin, and Patricia McDermott, eds. (University of Toronto
Press, 1993), 23-43.
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and Retail Workers' Union of Canada (SORWUC) in 1977, has received the most scholarly
attention of any organizing drive in post-war Canada.’! While scholars have most often cited the
shortcomings of labour law and its lack of enforcement for the failure of this organizing
campaign, this dissertation asserts that the intervention of the Canadian Labour Congress and its
efforts to obstruct SORWUC also played a causal role in limiting this drive. As a history of
white-collar union organizing, this dissertation begins to expand on this topic in Canadian labour
historiography.

The pages that follow also intervene into the history of wildcat strikes in post-war Canada
and the larger question of public sector militancy. Bryan Palmer, who has written extensively on
this topic, has argued that the wildcat strike wave of the mid-1960s was "most emphatically male
undertakings, marked by bravado and the macho posturing of youth in a pre-feminist working-
class cultural moment.">> However, this dissertation challenges Palmer’s assertion that male
workers were solely behind the wildcat wave of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Feminist unions
engaged in wildcat strikes at the University of British Columbia and the University of

Washington in 1973 and 1974, respectively. Though these strikes were brief and, in the case of

3! Graham S. Lowe, Bank Unionization in Canada: A Preliminary Analysis (University of Toronto, Centre
for Industrial Relations, 1980); Allen Ponak and Larry F. Moore, “Canadian Bank Unionism: Perspectives and
Issues,” Relations industrielles/ Industrial Relations 36, no. 1 (1981): 3—34; Elizabeth Beckett, Unions and Bank
Workers: Will the Twain Ever Meet? (Labour Canada, 1984) Rosemary Warskett, “Bank Worker Unionization and
the Law” Studies in Political Economy 25, Spring 1988; Patricia Baker. "Some Unions Are More Equal Than
Others: A Response to Rosemary Warskett’s “Bank Worker Unionization and the Law”." Studies in Political
Economy 34, no. 1 (1991): 219-233; Jane Suzanne Bailey, “Organizing the Unorganized” Revisited: An Analysis of
the Efficacy of Labour Legislation in Facilitating Collective Representation in the Canadian Banking Sector
(Queen’s University, Industrial Relations Centre, 1991); Patricia Baker, “‘I Know Now that You Can Change
Things’: Narratives of Canadian Bank Workers as Union Activists,” in Sally Cole and Lynne Phillips, eds.,
Ethnographic Feminisms: Essays in Anthropology (Carleton University Press, 1995), 157-176. Julia Smith. "An
Entirely Different Kind of Union: The Service, Office, and Retail Workers' Union of Canada (SORWUC), 1972-
1986" Labour/Le Travail, 73 (Spring 2014).

32 Bryan D. Palmer, Canada's 1960s: The Ironies of Identity in a Rebellious Era (University of Toronto
Press, 2009), 216.
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Washington, of limited effectiveness, it nonetheless demonstrates that feminist unionists spurred
their co-workers into challenging the post-war labour legal framework. Moreover, other feminist
unions, including AUCE Local 2 at Simon Fraser University, the ULWC, and multiple
bargaining units within SORWUC, engaged in extended militant strikes which, while within
existing legal frameworks, drew the attention of law enforcement. Feminist union members were
often willing to risk arrest, fines, and loss of employment in order to secure their demands
outside the narrow confines of the labour relations system. Citing labour statistics from 1960 to
2004, Linda Briskin has shown that "a dramatic reversal [occurred] in the long-standing
dominance of private sector militancy" which points to "support [for] the general claim for the
feminization of labour militancy.">® Similarly, as Lauren Laframboise has shown, militant labour
feminism grew throughout the decade, even extending into defensive actions against concession
bargaining and deindustrialization.>* As such, this dissertation contends that the militancy
displayed by feminist unions in the 1970s should be viewed as a precursor to this shift toward the
militancy of women workers in Canada and beyond.

Historians of women's labour have long argued that the field of labour history more
broadly does not incorporate the perspectives of women, especially those labouring without a
blue-collar. As Dorothy Sue Cobble wrote in 1999, "the overall narratives that dominate the field

[of labour history] incorporate neither the history of female-dominated occupations and

33 Linda Briskin, “Public sector militancy, feminization, and employer aggressions: Trends in strikes,
lockouts, and wildcats in Canada from 1960 to 2004.” in Strikes Around The World 1968-2005, Sjaak van der
Velden, Heiner Dribbusch, Dave Lyddon, Kurt Vandaele (eds) (Aksant Academic Publishers, 2007), 102.

54 Lauren Laframboise, ““La Gréve de la fierté” Resisting Deindustrialization in Montréal’s Garment
Industry, 1977-1983,” Labour / Le Travail 91, Spring 2023.
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industries nor that of women's particular forms of collective action."> Sociologist Jennifer L.
Pierce and others have since brought to light the interwoven nature of socialist-feminism and
labour organizing in the United States during the 1970s.°® Joan Sangster and Pamela Sugiman
have written extensively about twentieth-century women’s labour in Canada. Sugiman’s analysis
is primarily on the Old Left, with Labour’s Dilemma examining the challenges of women who
were members of the United Auto Workers in southern Ontario. Her critique of male labour
leaders who structured the labour movement around “men’s lives, men’s visions, and men’s
needs” is vitally important to this study. Sangster has looked more closely at the New Left,
arguing that rather than viewing "feminist efforts to critique, occupy, and redirect the labor
movement in the long sixties" as a continuation of earlier feminist activity, their actions "are
better characterized as a radical rupture with the past.">’ Like Sugiman, this dissertation is
largely “about women’s dilemmas, visions, and the realities of their lives. It also illustrates a
larger process - how issues are shaped according to men’s lives, men’s visions, and men’s
needs.” Feminist unions asserted themselves and their institutions into a labour movement which
had only just begun to reckon with the presence of mobilized women and their unique needs.
While their assertiveness was welcomed by some men, others believed that they needed to stay
in their [subordinate] place in the movement.

Organization

35 Dorothy Sue Cobble, ““A Spontaneous Loss of Enthusiasm’: Workplace Feminism and the
Transformation of Women’s Service Jobs in the 1970s,” International Labor and Working-Class History 56, no. 3
(Fall 1999): 23-44.

36 Jennifer L. Pierce. "" Fed Up": A Clerical Workers' Manifesto Sparks a Comparable-Worth Campaign at
the University of California at Berkeley, 1970-1974." Journal of Women's History 36, no. 3 (2024): 118-138 and
Jennifer L. Pierce. "“We Were Democracy Mad:” Clerical Workers’ Unionism, Antiracism, and Feminism at the
University of California, Berkeley, 1966—1972." International Labor and Working-Class History 102 (2022): 181-
199.

57 Joan Sangster “Radical Ruptures: Feminism, Labor, and the Left in the Long Sixties in Canada,”
American Review of Canadian Studies, (2010) 40:1, 2.
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This dissertation is organized around five case studies. Chapters one through four are
histories of individual unions while chapter five is focused on the conflict between a feminist
union and the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC). The first chapter examines the Association of
University and College Employees (AUCE) Local 1 at the University of British Columbia
(UBC). AUCE represented 2,500 clerical workers and support staff across most of British
Columbia’s colleges and universities, including UBC and Simon Fraser. It emerged from the
Vancouver Women’s Caucus (VWC) and was the largest and most established independent
feminist union on the West Coast. It won major gains through collective bargaining, including an
innovative provision for fully-paid maternity leave as well as significant wage increases for the
lowest paid clerical workers. Paid maternity leave was later taken up by the larger labour
movement and then provincial and federal governments across Canada. AUCE also played a
crucial role in supporting the ambitious organizing goals of its sister union, SORWUC. However,
the union’s radicalism declined alongside the growth of neoliberal attacks on public institutions
and the bargaining unit affiliated with CUPE in 1984.

Chapter 2 moves southward to the University of Washington in Seattle, where a
combination of Trotskyist activists and militant rank-and-file clerical and support staff led the
first strike in the university’s history to halt a planned reclassification of clerical and support
staff employees. The work-stoppage was opposed by the Washington Federation of State
Employees and failed to stop the overhaul. However, the strikers regrouped under the banner of
the United Workers Union-Independent (UWU-I). Rather than engage in collective bargaining,
UWU-I was a solidarity union which defended members via grievances while working closely
with the Trotskyist Freedom Socialist Party and Radical Women to infuse militancy and

socialist-feminism into organized labour.
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Chapter 3 examines the ecosystem of working women’s organizations which emerged in
the San Francisco Bay Area. Organized by the non-profit advocacy group Union WAGE, a
November 1975 Working Women’s Conference in San Francisco brought together organizers
from across the region who had formed new, often independent unions grounded in feminist
principles. One of these was the United Legal Workers of California (ULWC), a union of legal
secretaries and clerical workers which was at the forefront of organizing legal service workers
across California and nationwide. Though it was snubbed by male-led white-collar unions, the
predominantly Mexican-American ULWC had the support of the United Farmworkers (UFW) as
well as the National Lawyers Guild and the women’s movement. With this support, the union
was able to craft, negotiate, defend, and strike for multiple collective bargaining agreements
which put an end to sexual harassment and unpaid work at their employer, California Rural
Legal Assistance. The ULWC’s success encouraged other legal service and non-profit workers to
unionize as well.

Chapter 4 returns to British Columbia to examine private-sector white-collar organizing
done by the Service, Office and Retail Workers' Union of Canada (SORWUC). The sister union
of AUCE, SORWUC was a general union open to all women working in female-typed jobs,
including stay-at-home mothers, home support workers, clerical workers, bank workers, daycare
workers, bar and restaurant workers, and other groups viewed as marginal or unorganizable by
mainstream unions. Tasking themselves with organizing the unorganized millions of working
women, SORWUC sought to unite militant, democratic trade unionism with the principles of the
women’s liberation movement to produce major material and social gains for working-class
women. Though it fell short of its goals, it helped spark organizing among a variety of women

workers which improved conditions and inspired others. It also provided legal and moral support
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to Stella Bliss, a working mother denied maternity-leave benefits whose court case and the larger
outrage sparked changes to the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedom:s.

Chapter 5 examines the relationship between SORWUC and the Canadian Labour
Congress (CLC) and its affiliates. SORWUC successfully challenged an outdated Canadian
Labour Relations Board ruling on bank worker organizing and had remarkable early success
across British Columbia. Their success kickstarted an effort by several Canadian labour unions to
organize bank workers. However, the CLC refused to cooperate with the feminist union and
instead successfully squashed its nascent efforts. B.C. Labour Relations Board chair Paul C.
Weiler called the CLC’s campaign against SORWUC “a grievous self-inflicted wound” which
hindered union organizing among bank workers and other female-typed jobs.>®

Overall, this study of feminist unions on the West Coast of Canada and the United States
seeks to explore the under-studied combination of feminist values and new independent union
organizing in the 1970s. Despite immense opposition from power brokers in organized labour,
state, provincial, and federal governments, and the business community, feminist unions showed
that peer-to-peer organizing, a commitment to internal democracy, and close ties to the social
movements could produce tangible results for working women and other marginalized people.
The lasting impacts of West Coast feminist unions include the pioneering of paid maternity leave
through collective bargaining (AUCE), the successful fight against workplace pregnancy
discrimination (SORWUC), the infusion of class struggle politics into staid public sector
unionism (UWU-I), and leadership in the effort to unionize legal service workers (ULWC). More
broadly, the activities of feminist unions also helped more women access unions, even after

affiliation and/or dissolution, including many of the lowest paid women workers in daycare and

38 Paul Weiler, Reconcilable Differences: New Directions in Canadian Labour Law (The Carswell
Company Limited, 1980), 24.



home support staff. Above all, feminist unions were a key part of the broad effort to make the
hallowed labour movement concepts of solidarity and ‘an injury to one is an injury to all’ a

reality.
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Chapter 1:
The Association of University and College Employees (AUCE):

New Organizing and Winning Maternity Leave at the University of British Columbia (UBC)
UBC clerical workers concluded that our only hope for success was to organize our own
independent union. We didn't want a union where power could fall to an elite few, where

the majority of members are women but the appointed officials are men.
- Jackie Ainsworth, Ann Hutchison, Susan Margaret, et al., 1980.!

In May 1974, the University of British Columbia’s (UBC) clerical and support staff were
fed up and decided to act. Having only recently formed as the Association of University and
College Employees (AUCE), whose members were more accustomed to direct action rather than
following a circuitous labour relations system, a wildcat strike was set. Organizer Ray Galbraith
wrote in its aftermath that “for four hours there existed the spectacle of a Director of Personnel
with no supporting staff to direct. It is like a conductor without a symphony; he can only go
through the motions.”? Though the university had threatened to punish them, the unity of the 800
or so participants meant that no one was fined or otherwise punished for the action. This strike,
occurring just weeks after AUCE was legally recognized, set the tone for the AUCE, Local 1.
Not a typical union, Local 1 was founded by those schooled by the protest movements of the
‘long sixties’ who sought to utilize the power of their own labour, organized collectively, to
overcome sexism and other societal problems. Many were part of the New Left, a rebellious

generation which came into adulthood beginning in the 1960s whose values included anti-

authoritarianism, skepticism of bureaucracies, and demand for participatory structures. These

! Jackie Ainsworth et al., "Getting Organized ... in the Feminist Unions," in Still Ain't Satisfied! Canadian
Feminism Today, eds. Maureen Fitzgerald et al., eds. (The Women's Press, 1982), 134.

2«831 Study Contract” Across Campus, June 4, 1974.
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concepts had a profound impact on feminist union organizing, especially in the unions which
formed among clerical and support staff on the University of British Columbia (UBC) and Simon
Fraser University (SFU) campuses.? Historian Ian Milligan described the SFU campus as “the
site of the most radical student upheavals in Canada.”* At UBC, growing feminist consciousness
led to the launch of the field women’s studies and the Women's Office Collective.’ Efforts
quickly shifted from a focus on campus efforts to an emphasis on the larger community. Students
and academic workers at UBC and SFU combined with other working women to form the
Vancouver Women’s Caucus (VWC). Soon, members of the VWC turned to union organizing
and AUCE was born.

Prior to this dissertation, AUCE has been little more than a footnote in scholarly studies
of Canadian women and the labour movement. This has occurred despite its key position
representing 2,500 clerical and support staff at multiple institutions, including B.C.’s two largest
universities, and its forerunning efforts to win maternity leave and other “women’s issues”
through collective bargaining. As such, this chapter is the first attempt to understand the union
and the unique values upon which it was organized. Utilizing oral history interviews and recently
digitized documents, this chapter examines how working women and men built a union culture
during the turbulent 1970s. AUCE was part of the broader women’s liberation movement to
create feminist unions which, through the principles of self-governance and class conflict, would

reshape society. As such, this chapter argues that feminist unionism played a decisive role in not

3 Herbert Marcuse was one of the foremost theorists who influenced the New Left of the 1960s. Herbert
Marcuse and Biddy Martin, “The Failure of the New Left?,” New German Critique 18 (1979): 3-11.

4 Ian Milligan, Rebel Youth: 1960s Labour Unrest, Young Workers, and New Leftists in English Canada
(UBC Press 2014). 30.

5 Annette Kolodny, "A Sense of Discovery, Mixed with a Sense of Justice": Creating the First Women's
Studies Program in Canada.” NWSA Journal 12, no. 1 (Spring, 2000), 146.
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only winning a union at UBC but also in securing ground-breaking provisions such as
significantly increasing pay and fully-paid maternity leave in their first contract. The union's
structure, which emphasized participatory democracy, and solidly feminist values created an
unusual amount support from UBC's clerical workers and support staff, thus allowing them to
overcome barriers which had blocked mainstream unions in the recent past.

The VWC became best known for the abortion caravan, an effort which scholar Judy
Rebick calls “the first national action of the women’s movement in Canada.”® For three weeks,
feminist activists travelled from Vancouver to Ottawa and, in the process, drew attention to the
limitations of the Criminal Law Amendment Act. Passed in May 1969, this hallmark legislation
was a limited victory for LGBT and women’s rights activists, as it partially decriminalized same-
sex sexual activity and allowed abortion under certain conditions. Unhappy with the continuation
of restrictions, Vancouver feminist activists “kick-started second-wave feminist activism in
Canada.”” While the VWC’s caravan was successful in terms of drawing awareness from both
the general public and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), the group did not limit
itself to just questions of healthcare access and homophobia.® The Working Women’s Workshop,
a sub-group within the VWC, was founded with the same daring spirit just a month prior to the
caravan. Socialist feminists such as Jean Rands believe that organizing women workers as both
women and workers was a necessity for a working-class revolution. Jean Rands was the most

experienced activist in the VWC, having run for mayor of Vancouver in 1966 at the age of 21

¢ Judy Rebick, Ten Thousand Roses: The Making of a Feminist Revolution (Penguin Canada, 2005), 35.
7 Rebick, 35.

8 Sethna Christabelle and Steve Hewitt. “Clandestine Operations: The Vancouver Women’s Caucus, the
Abortion Caravan, and the RCMP,” The Canadian Historical Review 90, no. 3, (September 2009), 464.



29

with the backing of the League for Socialist Action, a small Trotskyist political party.® In a May
1969 position paper, Rands wrote that the struggle to improve the status of women "would
involve serious confrontations with capitalism and the state; and their solution would pose
general structural problems in a sharper way." Rands continued that the achievement of the
immediate goals of socialist feminists such as "freely available birth control and abortion, and
day care centres adequate to serve all women" would also "involve sharpening the contradictions
of capitalist society."!°

In February 1970, The Pedestal, which was the VWC’s newspaper, began publishing
articles about the experiences of secretaries in academia alongside the necessity of working
women organizing in the trade union movement.'' Jean Rands was again at the forefront of
pushing the VWC toward workplace organizing. The newspaper wrote that "more and more
women in the work force are interested in organizing themselves around those issues which
affect them as women workers: equal pay for equal work, job security, equal opportunity, day
care, maternity leave, sexual objectification on the job etc."!? Rather than looking to the existing
male dominated trade union movement, the VWC looked to the collective experiences of other

working women for guidance, writing "since many of us are members of unions, pieces of this

information are known by us as individuals. We can learn important lessons from each other's

% In 1966, Jean Rands ran for mayor of Vancouver as a 21-year old independent. Described in The Province
as a Marxist, she received 6,534 votes out of 87,450 cast. (7.4%) A newspaper described her vote total as "more
support than expected" and "a major factor in the outcome." "Campbell gets nod with surprise vote," The Province,
December 15, 1966, 1

10

"' The Pedestal was Canada's first feminist periodical. Launched in September 1969 by the VWC, it
reflected VWC's orientation toward universities. When the VWC disbanded in 1971, the newspaper continued to be
published until 1974. “Vancouver Women's Caucus: A Women’s Liberation History Project,”
https://www.vancouverwomenscaucus.ca/pedestal/

12 "Working Women Organize," The Pedestal, February 1970, 5.
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experience.”!® Their “major task,” was “the organization of the 88% of women who are not
organized in any way."'* Representing the fusion of the different branches of the feminist
movement, labour feminists argued that women’s liberation could be achieved, in part, by
winning the right to child care and equal pay for equal work on the job. For several years, they
primarily supported working women who were on strike and/or in the process of organizing. In
1972, WWA members decided that new unions were needed to organize working women as
envisioned. Helen Potrebenko, an activist involved in organizing both AUCE and the Service,
Office, Retail Workers Union of Canada (SORWUC), recalled that “we had to form our own
union if there was going to be any new organizing. The existing unions were not fighting for
women's issues.” !>

Beyond the women’s liberation movement, British Columbia was also at the core of the
breakaway movement of unions that sought to empower Canadians to democratize and take
control of their own labour organizations by formally separating them from their international
unions based in the United States. The Canadian breakaway movement, which sought to
establish national sovereignty, Left politics, and democratic practices among organized labour in
Canada, was strongest in British Columbia and these newly established organizations provided
integral assistance to both AUCE and SORWUC. Jackie Ainsworth, a pivotal figure in both of

B.C.’s feminist unions, recalled “not only did they give us background knowledge...they helped

us with writing our constitution and our bylaws. I don’t think it would have happened without

13 The Pedestal "Working Women Organize."
14 The Pedestal "Working Women Organize."
15 Helen Potrebenko, “My Life in SORWUC: Memories of a Feminist Union, ” n.d., Box 17 File 16,

Service, Office and Retail Workers Union of Canada (SORWUC) fonds, University of British Columbia Library
Rare Books and Special Collections. (unpublished manuscript), typescript.
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the breakaway Canadian union movement.”'® AUCE was the child of these movements. It was
not an only child, however.!” While its sister union, the Service, Office, Retail Workers Union of
Canada (SORWUC), sought to organize a wide swath of women, AUCE concentrated its efforts
on the low paid and overwhelmingly female clerical and library workers who made the
universities and colleges across the province run.

Several other factors encouraged the growth of an independent feminist union at B.C. 's
universities and colleges, including the historic election of a New Democratic Party (NDP)
government in 1972. One of the first orders of business for the NDP was the creation and
empowerment of the British Columbia Labour Relations Board (LRB) to revamp the labour code
and simplify union organizing. Another factor was the province-wide boom in the number and
size of higher educational institutions which began immediately after World War II ended and
continued in ever-greater numbers over the course of the next three decades. This trend was not
unique to B.C. and occurred across Canada and beyond. The challenges and benefits of this
expansion were laid out by UBC president John B. MacDonald in an influential 1962 report.'®
Overall, this expansion was part of a five-fold increase in provincial public sector spending
between 1941 and 1971." In the span of just seven years (1963-1970), six new higher

educational institutions (three universities and three colleges) were chartered in the province.?’

16 Jackie Ainsworth, interview with author, July 8, 2024

17 While information will be shared which impacted all locals, the focus of this chapter is on AUCE Local
1. The AUCE-SORWUC relationship will be examined in greater detail in Chapter 4.

18 This report outlined the ever-growing need to expand higher education in the province, expand its
physical footprint, and attract qualified academics. John B. Macdonald, Higher Education in British Columbia and a
Plan For The Future. The University of British Columbia (1962).

19 Benjamin Isitt. Militant Minority: British Columbia Workers and the Rise of a New Left, 1948-1972.
University of Toronto Press, 2011, 41.

20 Bob Cowin, Made In B.C.: A History of Postsecondary Education in British Columbia. Self-published
(2007).
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Already existing institutions, such as UBC, expanded rapidly to accommodate the maturation of
the post-war Baby Boom generation, with UBC’s student enrolment increasing by more than

10,000 between 1960 and 1975, an increase of more than 55 percent.?!

This expansion meant
that British Columbia’s academic workforce had little to no experience with existing unions and
that New Left activists, many of them university-educated and experienced in campus
organizing, sought clerical and library positions at the new and/or expanded institutions. AUCE
was thus organized by a convergence of multiple forces. Energized women's liberation
movement activists, both on and off-campus and unaffiliated on-the-job organizers were aided
by left-nationalist independent unions to develop and win a union for 1,200 clerical and support
staff who worked for the province's flagship university.

Unlike many of the feminist unions in this study, mainstream white-collar unions were
very interested in representing UBC’s clerical workers. However, both the Canadian Union of
Public Employees (CUPE) and the Office and Technical Employees Union (OTEU) failed in
their efforts prior to AUCE’s formation.?? Their clumsy attempts at organizing were met with
frustration and spawned a growing hostility toward male-led mainstream unions which
ultimately led to the formation of the Association of University and College Employees (AUCE)

Local 1. The addition of energetic women’s liberation movement activists and the development

of a highly democratic constitution written by those on the job convinced skeptical clerical and

21 UBC’s total student enrolment expanded from 18,477 in 1960 to 28,728 by 1975. “Student Enrolment
Figures,” University of British Columbia Archives Blog (2018) https://archives.library.ubc.ca/general-
history/student-enrolment/

22 CUPE is a large Canadian union which represents public sector workers across the country. OTEU was
the name of the Canadian affiliate of the much smaller Office and Professional Employees International Union
(OPEIU), which is based in the United States. Joseph E. Finley, White Collar Union, (Octagon Books, 1975).
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support staff to join the cause. Thus, as sociologists Larry Isaac and Lars Christiansen have
shown, public sector workplace militancy was revitalized by the entrance New Left activists.??
In 1968, CUPE became the first union to attempt to organize UBC’s clerical workers, an
effort which was unsuccessful.?* In October 1971, OTEU launched another organizing drive
among clerical workers. By this time, CUPE already represented many blue-collar workers on
campus, including food service workers, janitorial staff, and tradesmen.?® The campaign
benefited from increased sympathy after word spread that the university had harassed worker-
organizers.?® While the OTEU campaign was ongoing, CUPE launched a second unsuccessful
bid for the membership of the clerical staff.?” Helen Potrebenko, then part of the Working
Women's Association, recalled that "neither union gave much support to the few campus
activists who were doing all the signing up."?® Moreover, on-the-job organizers resented the fact
the male organizers sent to lead the effort had no experience with clerical or library work.?
While OTEU sought to organize clerical workers from across campus, CUPE
concentrated on a department-by-department approach. A March 1972 speech by renowned trade
unionist and feminist Madeleine Parent at UBC had a major impact on the future of clerical

worker organizing. Parent told a daily newspaper and presumably the audience at her talk that

23 Larry Isaac and Steve McDonald. "Takin’it from the streets: How the sixties mass movement revitalized
unionization." American Journal of Sociology 112, no. 1 (2006): 738.

24 "UBC Office Staff Gets Union Help," The Vancouver Sun, April 5, 1968.
25 "Union drive pushed," The Vancouver Sun, October 30, 1971.

26 “Union charges unfair practices,” The Ubyssey, October 14, 1971.

27 Potrebenko, “My Life in SORWUC, ” 19

28 Potrebenko, “My Life in SORWUC,” 19.

2 Jean Rands, “Union Women's Alliance to Gain Equality (Union Wage) 1975 Working Women's
Conference” Labor Archives and Research Center, November 8, 1975. http://archive.org/details/csfst_ 000041
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“because, unless we are right there, men will wind up as leaders and bargainers. And when it
comes time to negotiate, they will just go after items voted upon, but with no particular stress
paid to" the issues of working women. To illustrate her point, she noted that "maternity clauses,
for instance. Only women will put up a proper fight for these. After all, pregnancy is not a man's
problem. We've got to be there to fight for those things.”*® Frustration with mainstream, male-led
unions, combined with Parent’s emphasis on women’s leadership in every step of the union
process, led to the resignation of five women on the OTEU’s campus organizing committee.>! In
June, OTEU seemed to have pivoted away from organizing the entire university when it applied
to represent UBC's all-male physical plant workers as a standalone bargaining unit.

Jean Rands, a leading member of both the Working Women’s Association and later
president of AUCE Local 1, told the 1975 Working Women’s conference that AUCE was
established because existing unions had a negative image among working women and that they
"don’t seem to take their organizing drives of women workers very seriously."** She described
earlier organizing drives by mainstream unions as "not only a failure," but also "a terribly
demoralizing experience for everyone who participated in it.">* She claimed that campus
organizing committee members were denied access by paid staffers to basic information,

including how many co-workers had signed up and how long the drive would take. She also said

that "they went through the whole drive without knowing how close they were to having a

30 "Where do women belong...'At the bargaining table™ The Province, March 11, 1972.
31 "Union 'still strong' at UBC,” The Vancouver Sun, April 1, 1972.

32 It is likely that this was done without consulting their clerical staff organizers, which would have
increased their frustration with OTEU. "Labor board 'no' to UBC," The Province, October 5, 1972.

33 Rands, 1975 Working Women's Conference.

34 Rands, 1975 Working Women's Conference.
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majority...finally at the end it turned out that only 11 people actually paid their initiation fees out
of a bargaining unit of about 1,200."%> Overall, on-the-job organizers “found that the professional
union leaders assigned to UBC were a hindrance rather than a help.”3® After these experiences,
those still desirous of having a union at UBC looked to form their own organization which would
be based on feminist principles. Organizers, many of whom had been involved with the Working
Women’s Association, oriented themselves toward that organization, not established unions, to
help them in their quest for a union.?’

After OTEU’s effort failed, AUCE was established with the help of campus-based
worker-organizers, the Working Women’s Association, and the province’s progressive male-led
breakaway unions, including Canadian Association of Industrial, Mechanical, and Allied
Workers (CAIMAW) and the Pulp, Paper, and Woodworkers’ of Canada (PPWC).* The
Service, Office, and Retail Workers’ Union of Canada (SORWUC) was concurrently formed
with the intention of organizing women workers outside of universities while AUCE's purview
was in the academic sector. Throughout 1972, AUCE’s constitution was drafted by worker-
organizers and their allies. In October, the volunteer-run effort launched their first organizing
drive, which gained 375 members, an impressive number but short of a majority equaled
approximately 600.%° The effort was energetic but disorganized; Rands described AUCE’s

leadership as signing workers up “frantically all over the university.” Unable to gain a majority

35 Rands, 1975 Working Women's Conference.

36 "Does labour unity mean smashing women's unions?" Kinesis, October 1980.
37 Potrebenko, “My Life in SORWUC,” 19.

38 For more on this, see Chapter 5 ““A grievous self-inflicted wound.”

39 Organizers did not know precisely how many workers would be part of their potential bargaining unit
and thus were forced to estimate while organizing.
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over the course of three months, which they believed was the time limit for a membership drive,
the union decided to call off the first effort.

Though some in the labour movement advised them that winning a second drive was
impossible, the organizing committee nonetheless relaunched in August.*® Strengthened by the
experience gained by their prior drive, on-the-job organizers were also aided by the addition of
two skilled, energetic, and committed activists. Jackie Ainsworth and Jean Rands were self-
directed ‘salts,’ that is workers who sought out jobs in a workplace with the intent of directly
assisting a union drive.*! The pair were founding members of the Working Women’s Association
(WWA) and both had been active in the movements for women’s rights and against the Vietnam
War for several years. Rands had been an activist since her teenage years in the NDP Youth and
had run for mayor of Vancouver in 1966.* Ainsworth later recalled that “Jean and I were all
enthusiastic, let's do this. And the activists were just so tired. It was difficult to get ten people to
want to try one more time.”*?

Beyond the new activist energy, the democratic and feminist values held by the
organizing committee attracted many to the new drive. AUCE’s structure encouraged greater

participation and played a major role in bringing in workers to their organizing committee. As

historian Francesca Polletta has noted, an emphasis on participatory structures should not only be

40 Rands, 1975 Working Women's Conference.

41 The term ‘salting’ refers to the process of an individual seeking a job in a specific workplace in order to
organize a union. M.D. Lucas. “Salting and other union tactics: A unionist’s perspective” Journal of Labor Research
18, (1997): 55-64.

4 In 1966, Jean Rands ran for mayor of Vancouver as a 21-year old independent. Described in The
Province as a Marxist, she received 6,534 votes out of 87,450 cast. (7.4%) A newspaper described her vote total as
"more support than expected" and "a major factor in the outcome." "Campbell gets nod with surprise vote," The
Province, December 15, 1966, 1

43 Rod Mickelburgh, host, On the Line: Stories of BC Workers, podcast, episode 6 "AUCE Achieves Full
Maternity Benefits 1974," BC Labour Heritage Centre, March 1, 2021.
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viewed as prefigurative politics but also as a strategic choice that often strengthens social
movement organizing.** Sussanne Lester, who had worked at UBC since 1969 and was part of
the first two drives, recalled that AUCE’s constitution was part of what attracted her to the drive.
She said that, unlike other unions, it was designed to “...prevent high paid, unresponsive
bureaucracy” as “union officials would be elected with strict term limits and pay limits.” During
the organizing drive, she emphasized to potential members “that AUCE was a different union. It
was committed to democracy, transparency and consensus-based decision making. It was
independent and would control its own affairs.”*> This commitment to being different played out
in several ways. The effort was run entirely by members in the workplace with the assistance of
SORWUC’s membership. The union sisters leafletted the UBC campus and staffed AUCE's
office, which allowed the thirty-or so core organizing committee members to spend more time
signing up their co-workers, primarily before and after work and while on break. To motivate
those who had been part of recent failed drives, Ainsworth and Rands suggested a ninety-day
limit which, Ainsworth recalled, “helped convince the previous organizers to try ONE MORE
TIME!”*® The new energy of Heather McNeil also proved to be a tremendous boon to their
cause. McNeil was one of a number of ‘salts’.*” Without consulting with local organizers,
McNeil moved from eastern Canada to British Columbia to help organize the union. She was

quickly hired to work in the payroll department in the early days of the fourth drive. In one of her

4 Francesca Polletta, Freedom Is An Endless Meeting: Democracy in American Social Movements,
(University of Chicago Press, 2002), 7.

4 Mickelburgh, 2021.

46 Jackie Ainsworth, email message to author, December 12, 2024.

47 McNeil had previously been involved in union organizing in the CLC’s Association of Commercial and
Technical Employees (ACTE) organizing drive, an effort discussed in detail in Chapter 5. Unlike some salts who

were directed to join a feminist union by a political party, McNeil was motivated by the feminist unionist mission of
AUCE and eventually became a leading figure within SORWUC.
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first days on the job, she was given the task of destroying a copy of the university’s payroll list,
which included the names and contract information of all non-unionized employees. McNeil had
been given the list because her supervisors believed that, as a brand-new employee, she would
not be part of the union. Jackie Ainsworth recalled the moment, “I was in the union office at the
student union at UBC and this woman came in and said, “I can hardly wait to get involved.”
Organizers initially suspected McNeil was “a fink” but their suspicions were lowered when she

handed over the document.*®

Powered by this lucky turn of events, a participatory culture, and
the energy of young, politically conscious radicals, the drive to sign up UBC’s clerical and
library staff was successful within the 90-day time limit.

In December 1973, AUCE returned 630 signed membership cards to the Labour
Relations Board (LRB). Representing 53% of the potential bargaining unit, this put them on the
path towards certification. As is often the case with union organizing drives, Local 1 was
prevented by management from knowing exactly how many members were part of the potential
bargaining unit during the organizing process. Nonetheless, they believed that they had signed up
more than half of the potential unit.*’ In the new year, organizers held mass meetings which
proved to be a powerful organizing tool. Some had as many as 350 members in attendance,
despite taking place outside of working hours. In these meetings, members debated and voted
upon contract demands which created buy-in and legitimacy from a wide swath of membership.
Emerald Murphy, a founder and Bargaining Committee member, recalled that,

Every single contract demand that we made in a subject area had been researched and

passed by the membership as a contract demand. So it wasn't something that, you know,

those of us on the bargaining committee just came up with one day. And every single one
of those subjects was debated, in some cases for more than one meeting and in some

“Jackie Ainsworth, interview with author, July 8, 2024.

4 Mickelburgh, 2021.
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cases several meetings before the membership agreed on, this is going to be the contract
amount on this subject area.*

Though the newly elected NDP provincial government had pledged that it would move
swiftly to recognize newly organized unions, Local 1 waited more than three months for the LRB
to decide whether to certify the union or mandate a certifying election.’' The Board eventually
ordered a vote in early April and, within a few days, UBC workers went to the polls. However,
the LRB once again refused to inform Local 1 as to the size of the bargaining unit or to even post
a list of eligible voters in advance, which meant that potential members had to visit a polling
place to find out if they were eligible to vote. Moreover, because the government had passed
significant labour reform legislation the previous November that would not go into effect until
the month after the union had filed its application, Local 1’s newsletter reported that “nobody,
including the LRB, knows which law we are covered by.”? The organizing committee was
concerned that potential members abstaining would be counted as votes against the union and
pressed members to turn out to vote. The involvement of hundreds of potential bargaining unit
members made the organizing committee confident that UBC’s clerical and library workers
would choose AUCE to represent them.>® The union was organized across the university and
stewards were active in every division. Despite the hurdles put in place by the Board and a
general sense of confusion, workers showed up to the polls in early April 1974 in huge numbers

to support the union; approximately 75% of potential union members voted and the final tally

50 Mickelburgh, 2021.

3! As Alan Artibise describes it the “LRB was granted exclusive, concurrent or supervisory jurisdiction
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was 820 in favour and 108 against.>* Mass participation had opened the door for potentially
major gains in AUCE’s first contract.

Women workers have long been perceived as hesitant to assert their right to strike.
However, as Patricia McDermott has written, “not only is it important for [working women] to
see themselves in roles in which they confront their employers, it is also critical that they know
that a strike can be an exhilarating and transformative experience for those involved.”>> As a
union whose membership was over 90 percent women, it was necessary to prove that they were
willing to fight for major improvements in their first contract. After beating the odds and
winning certification, Local 1 undertook the challenging task of negotiating the first contract.
Negotiations with management began in May 1974; however, within just a few weeks, the
clerical and support staff workers at UBC were fed up with management’s stalling tactics and
ready for collective action. On May 25, the Contract Committee cut-off negotiations after the
university had offered an insultingly low $35 pay increase to union members. AUCE’s members
were fed up with being treated like “ladies” working for “pin money” or children.’® The media
was aware that a wildcat strike would likely occur, as exemplified by the Vancouver Sun
headline which read “UBC workers: Walkout expected.”®” On May 30, 831 members of Local 1
filled a university ballroom to capacity for what was originally planned to be a lunchtime

meeting to study the proposed contract. Despite the short notice, over 70 percent of all union

34 "New Union Wins Ballot At UBC," The Vancouver Sun, April 11, 1974.

35 Patricia McDermott, "The Eaton's Strike: We Wouldn't Have Missed It for the World!" in Women
Challenging Unions: Feminism, Democracy, and Militancy, eds. Linda Briskin and Patricia McDermott (University
of Toronto Press, 1993), 41-42.
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members were in attendance. After the first hour of discussion, a vote was held on whether to
extend the session for the remainder of the workday. Through a vote of 660-80, members spent
the afternoon reviewing their contract negotiations, an action intended to send a message to their
employer which they believed "was labouring under the misconception that the Contract
Committee represented no one but themselves, that they were isolated.">® By striking outside of
the legal process, Local 1 intended to prove that the new union was united despite working in the
many small office spread out across the expansive campus.’” Though they called the action a
"study session" to ward off potential legal ramifications, Local 1’s activities paralyzed most
departments on campus. Instead of their typical duties, strikers discussed contract negotiations
and their demands "point by point," reaffirming their commitment to pay-equity among other
bargaining demands.

In the context of a newly-formed union in a largely non-union industry, the strike not
only sent a message to the employer but, as Galbraith wrote, helped to determine “what kind of
union we are building."®! This action showed that AUCE Local 1 was committed to building a
new, militant, and democratic union based on uplifting women workers through mass
participation. The May 1974 AUCE wildcat strike was transformative for both participants and
management. It provided an instant boost of confidence and solidarity with hesitant members
while also demonstrating to UBC that this ‘women’s union’ would not easily crack despite
typical employer stalling tactics. The strike was part of a protracted negotiation with UBC

administrators which necessitated the appointment of an outside mediator. Ultimately, the threat

38 «@31 Study Contract” Across Campus, June 4, 1974.
39 «@31 Study Contract” Across Campus, June 4, 1974.
60«831 Study Contract” Across Campus, June 4, 1974.
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of protracted legal strike during the vitally important student registration period at the beginning
of the Fall semester was necessary to win a progressive contract. In total, the union took part in
thirty-two bargaining sessions between May and August 1974. As campus newspaper The
Ubyssey wrote, "UBC library and clerical workers finally won recognition this summer as a
campus labor force that won't let sex determine wages."%? Likely inspired by the impressive
gains won by clerical workers and support staff, UBC's faculty association applied to become
one of the first legally-recognized faculty unions at a major North American university just days
after AUCE members ratified their first contract.®

The contract ratified by Local 1 in September 1974 included one of AUCE’s most
important contributions to the larger labour and women’s movements: fully-paid maternity leave.
For the first time in Canadian history, a collective bargaining agreement included a provision
guaranteeing that mothers would not be subject to financial punishment for pregnancy. The
Unemployment Insurance Commission guaranteed all workers seventeen weeks of partial
payments after giving birth,. Once they returned to work, the collective agreement mandated that
the employer provide a “top up” payment which brought their total compensation for those
seventeen weeks to the same amount as they would have earned without giving birth. This was
not an accident; as a feminist union with deep roots in the women’s liberation movement, AUCE
members made winning maternity leave a top priority in negotiations.

As Rosemary Warskett has noted, socialist feminists have fought to broaden notions of

working-class struggles to include maternity leave and other forms of social reproduction.%*

62 "Pact leaves sexism out," The Ubyssey, September 10, 1974,
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While AUCE Local 1 and 2 were innovators in the field of collectively bargained maternity
leave, the concept did not begin in Vancouver. As early as 1919, Canada publicly acknowledged
the necessity of providing compensation to working mothers as well as medical benefits through
their involvement in the International Labour Organization (ILO). However, neither the federal
nor provincial governments enacted policies to provide these benefits until 1971. Throughout the
post-war era, neither Canada’s labour movement nor its largely middle-class women’s movement
supported extending financial benefits to working mothers.% The breakthrough finally occurred
following years of reports, commissions, and broad-based women’s rights activism. This
included socialist feminist NDP MP Grace Maclnnis, who sponsored three private member bills
for the inclusion of maternity leave as part of Unemployment Insurance (UI) between 1968 and
1970. In 1971, legislation was finally passed by Parliament. These changes expanded the
program to include pregnant workers for the first time, though insurance had been provided to
working mothers previously on a case-by-case basis.®® Historian Ann Porter has described
expanding UI to include pregnancy as containing major contradictions: These changes “helped
establish a new family-market-state relationship in which women were recognized as both
workers and mothers.” However, by placing the program within the realm of Unemployment
Insurance, non-wage-earning mothers were excluded and concerns about pregnant women
defrauding the system and abusing benefits were maintained.®’” Nonetheless, it was undoubtedly
a major improvement for working people who became pregnant. With the goals of eliminating

the penalties faced by working mothers and, more broadly, eliminating inequality for women

5 Ann Porter, Gendered States: Women, Unemployment Insurance, and the Political Economy of the
Welfare State in Canada, 1945-1997 (University of Toronto Press, 2003), 77-80

% Porter, 83.
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workers, feminist unionists brought 2,500 workers into the labour movement and entire
campuses of previously non-unionized clerical and library workers across British Columbia.
Once paid maternity leave was won, the union battled opponents on all sides: first and
foremost, university management sought to roll back the provision during subsequent contract
negotiations. The federal government, seeking to reduce public sector spending, reinterpreted its’

earlier guidance and deemed the payment of maternity benefits illegal.

Opposition even came
from a minority of union members, who, feeling the impact of austerity, pushed back against
“special” provisions which “benefit[ed] only a few.” While management was able to water down
the provision during years of widespread austerity, the determination of AUCE’s membership as
a whole to prioritize the specific needs of working mothers allowed it to prevail. After AUCE
successfully defended the provision in court, the larger labour movement took notice. Public
sector unions across the country, most notably the Canadian Union of Postal Workers (CUPW),
adopted the provision and the provision became the basis for collective bargaining for maternity
leave.

In 1919, the ILO held the first-ever international conference on maternity protection. The
subsequent treaty recommended several significant reforms, including provisions requiring the
payment of benefits to mothers on leave and the provision of access to free medical care. Though
Canada was a founding member of the ILO, it never ratified the conference’s findings and did
not pass a law incorporating its provisions into law. Instead, the only province to act was British
Columbia. In 1921, the BC Legislative Assembly passed the Maternity Protection Act, which

incorporated several non-monetary provisions put forth by the ILO into law. It banned women

from employment for six weeks following birth while allowing women to leave six weeks prior

68 “Maternity Money Sought By UIC,” Times Colonist, August 10, 1978.
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to her due date with medical permission. It also banned employers from firing women during
these periods.®® Neither the federal government nor any other province passed a similar law until
after World War I1.7° Notably missing were ILO provisions providing access to paid benefits and
free healthcare which were already standard practice in other corners of the British Empire such
as Australia, England, and New Zealand.”' As late as 1970, only British Columbia and New
Brunswick had laws guaranteeing leave, paid or unpaid, for pregnant mothers. While British
Columbia’s laws on maternity leave were progressive in the Canadian context, it remained
extremely difficult for wage-earning women to receive any income after becoming pregnant and
exceedingly rare after giving birth.”

Prior to 1971, only ten percent of working women had income during maternity leave,
usually obtained from rare provisions within their collective agreement.” The few union
contracts which had maternity leave provisions typically only applied to workers with one or
more years in the company and protected a woman’s seniority but provided no income while on

leave. One union with a high percentage of women workers directly provided a small financial
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benefit to members after giving birth.”* Though some workplaces, both unionized and non-
unionized, provided a limited amount of financial assistance to pregnant and postnatal women,
the most common result of pregnancy was financial hardship. During pregnancy, it was
commonplace for women workers to resign, often under duress, or be fired once the pregnancy
became known.” Socialist feminists in the women’s movement, including those who organized
Local 1 and drafted their contract’s key demands, sought to end the ‘pregnancy penalty’ and
guarantee women the right to motherhood and work if she so chose.

To begin to rectify this, pressure from women's groups, both social democratic and
liberal, grew throughout the 1960s. In response, the Liberal government of Lester B. Pearson
established the Royal Commission on the Status of Women (RCSW) in 1967. Its report,
published in 1970, made policy recommendations.’® It noted that in November 1967, Canada had
accepted the principles of the United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Discrimination
Against Women (DEDAW). Article 10-2. This treaty declared that "paid maternity leave with
the guarantee of returning to former employment" was necessary "in order to prevent
discrimination against women on account of marriage or maternity."”’ In their 1968 submission,
the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) described the country’s maternity leave policies as
"woefully inadequate." To rectify this, the CLC echoed the earlier ILO treaty and urged the

payment of cash benefits to working mothers equal to 100% of her previous earnings as well as
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full medical and dental benefits. Moreover, it declared that "a woman should suffer no loss in her
seniority rights relative to other employees, whether male or female" and that "to some our
recommendations may seem utopian but for many women...it is vitally necessary to provide
for...the full and healthy maintenance of herself and her child in accordance with a suitable
standard of living."”® Pressure on the national government created space for socialist feminist
Grace Maclnnis, an NDP Member of Parliament representing Vancouver Kingsway, to introduce
a private member bill to expand Unemployment Insurance (UI). However, the bill was
undermined by provisions which sought to ensure women were already working in their current
workplace prior to conception. This limitation impacted on the ability of many working-class
mothers to gain access to Ul benefits. Socialist feminists recognized that working women needed
to push harder for maternity benefits and those involved in the Working Women’s Association
pursued it through collective bargaining and direct action.

Mass participation in Local 1 was a decisive factor in winning major improvements,
including maternity leave. The union held membership-wide meetings to debate and vote upon
the key demands which would later be brought to management. In one such meeting in April
1974, members ratified a proposal which demanded a $250 monthly across-the-board increase.
They sought to ensure that members “earn a wage more comparable to the B.C. average wage”
and “that our skills and value to the university are recognized monetarily and to eradicate the

wage discrimination between “male” and “female” job categories.””® On the evening of May 1,

8 Submission by the Canadian Labour Congress to the Royal Commission on the Status of Women in
Canada, October 1, 1968, 20-22.
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members ratified a bargaining proposal which would provide for two weeks of paid paternity
leave as well as paid maternity provisions: Local 1 demanded that

No employee should lose her job or seniority in case of pregnancy. She should collect the

benefits of the Maternities Provision of the Unemployment Act plus the difference of

these benefits and her monthly salary from the University upon return to work.*°

This kind of mass involvement and collective decision-making gave the union a
significant advantage at the bargaining table. One of the union negotiators, Emerald Murphy,
later recalled in an oral history interview, "we really ran that university into the ground in terms
of bargaining. They were unprepared; they didn't put anything on the table, so we ran with it."8!
Jackie Ainsworth described UBC’s administration as being caught "totally off-guard; they were
stunned" by AUCE’s proposals.®? Whereas UBC had offered a $35 raise prior to the May 30
wildcat strike, Local 1 rejected a $160 across-the-board increase in July.®* Ultimately, the
university agreed to most of AUCE’s demands, including a $225 across-the-board increase. This
increased monthly pay for the lowest paid workers by 64%, from $408 to $633. The agreement
also reduced working hours from 36.5 to 35 per week.* While the university refused to concede
on the issue of paternity leave, the maternity leave provisions was virtually identical to the
demand passed by membership:

In case of pregnancy, a continuing and sessional employee shall not lose seniority

entitlements. She shall receive the benefits of the Maternity Provision of the
Unemployment Insurance Act. Upon return to work, the employee shall be reinstated in
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her former position and the employer shall pay the difference of the benefits received and
the employee’s monthly salary.®

Significant improvements were won by all of the first contracts negotiated by AUCE
locals. At Notre Dame University in rural Nelson, British Columbia, Local 3’s first contract was
signed in November 1974. It won, among other improvements, a $150 per month across the
board increase. This raised the base monthly pay for the lowest paid workers from $256 to $406,
a 63% increase. Local 3 did not, however, win maternity leave.®® AUCE Local 2 at Simon Fraser
University’s path to winning maternity leave was more difficult due to internal disagreements.
Writing shortly after they signed their first contract, union member Honorée Newcombe recalled
that “some of the men on the negotiating team actually regarded an extended maternity leave as a
trade-off clause, something that could be exchanged for a more worthwhile concession.” This led
to a “violent argument” between negotiating team members, though those dedicated to winning
maternity leave prevailed. SFU later conceded and a similar provision was included in Local 2’s
contract as had been won by Local 1. In retrospect, Newcombe took encouragement “from the
fact that no intentional malice was involved, but simply a lack of basic understanding of the
special problems of working women.”%’

Contract negotiations between 1976 and1977 took place during a period of austerity.
UBC again sought to roll back many of the progressive provisions won in the earlier contract,
including maternity benefits. Initial negotiations included a proposal that paid maternity leave

would "only [be earned by] full-time continuing employees who have worked for over a year" at
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UBC. The university also sought the power to not guarantee a working mother her previous job
following leave, and to grant themselves sole discretion to determine "whether maternity leave
will be extended without pay."3® While Local 1 strongly objected to these proposed changes,
even worse news soon came from an unexpected source: the federal Unemployment Insurance
Commission (UIC). In January 1977, it informed UBC that AUCE’s maternity leave provision
was illegal according to their interpretation of the Unemployment Insurance Act.® AUCE had
received verbal assurances from the UIC when it first negotiated for maternity leave in 1974 that
it did not violate the law. However, the UIC reinterpreted the provision, possibly under political
pressure to reduce federal spending in the new era of austerity. The reinterpretation put not only
the future of paid maternity leave in collective agreements in doubt but also threatened to force
all of the working mothers who were beneficiaries since 1974 to pay back past payments.

Faced with legal uncertainty, looming budgetary austerity, and a seeming ideological
opposition to the concept, some members looked to negotiate away maternity leave to "ask for a
benefit that we all can use." The February 1977 edition of Across Campus included a resolution
sponsored by two women suggesting it was unfair to “ask the University to totally subsidize us
while we take the decision to have a family” because in “these enlightened times it is rare that we
don't have a choice in these matters.” The resolution then suggested instead, "that perhaps we
could trade off maternity leave (as it benefits only a few)" for better health and dental benefits.”°
In response, another member mocked the counterproposal, writing that “the "benefits only a few"

phrase disturbed her. Perhaps, then, we could "trade off" Article 30.02 Compassionate Leave (as
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it benefits only a few) and instead ask for a benefit that we all can use, such as a holiday on our
birthday, or an afternoon a month to contemplate life.””! However, despite this internal
opposition, Local 1 voted again to prioritize maternity leave at full pay.®? Later that year,
AUCE’s provincial convention also endorsed the continued struggle for better maternity and
child care benefits.

The back-and-forth with the UIC continued throughout 1977. After multiple unanswered
letters seeking an explanation, the UIC sent demand letters to all recipients of maternity benefits
seeking immediate repayment. The union appealed the UIC’s ruling but lost a tribunal hearing.
In August 1978, the Times Colonist wrote that the UIC sought up to $80,000 from approximately
60 working mothers, or about $1,200 to $2,000 per person. Commissioners "threatened to lay
fraud charges and get collective agencies to try to recover the money." UBC library assistant and
single mother Judy Hawkins argued that the UIC’s appeals board, known as the Board of
Referees, which was made up of 3 older men, initially declined the union's appeal "on the basis
of their own prejudices about working mothers rather than on its merits."’> SORUWC had
negotiated a similar clause into contracts at three institutions which were also threatened by the
case.”® However, after much delay, in March 1979, a federal court justice ruled that the
provisions for maternity leave were legal after all. This major decision encouraged other unions,

such as the British Columbia Government Employees' Union (BCGEU), to seek similar
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provisions in their contracts. BCGEU’s organizing director, Cliff Andstein, called the decision
"very significant," adding that it set a standard for the private sector as well as public.”> Another
independent public sector union with a majority of female members, the Hospital Employees'
Union (HEU), also sought copies of Local 1 and 2's collective agreements in order to pattern
their own demands moving forward.’® While the provisions were deemed legal and a new
precedent was set, that alone did not necessarily guarantee the benefits would continue
unchallenged by management.

Despite AUCE’s successful defense of its groundbreaking provision, maternity leave was
still a contested part of Local 1°s contract. UBC’s management stepped up pressure during the
1978 contract negotiations during a period of declining union morale. This combination led
Local 1 to sign their third contract in 1978 which included a concession to the university on
maternity leave. Whereas the previous contracts had mandated the immediate payment of
benefits, this and future contracts mandated that the employee return to work for six months
following maternity leave before the maternity "top-up" would be paid. The intent of this change
was for the university to ensure a working mother did not quit or otherwise leave once the
benefit was paid. °7 It was already well-known within the union that UBC regularly took months
to pay benefits, which also had the effect of informally keeping working mothers in their

positions. One member reported that "a woman in the Serials Division of the Main Library
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applied for her Maternity Benefits on the day she returned to work from Maternity Leave. Three
months later, she received her cheque."?®

Continued pressure from the women’s movement, sections of organized labour, and the
sheer demographic increase in the number of working women giving birth added increased
pressure on Canadian society for paid maternity leave. The Canadian Human Rights Commission
was formed in 1977 and, in 1979, it investigated existing maternity leave provisions. In that year,
a report urged the elimination of restrictions around hours worked prior to conception as well as
the inclusion of adopted parents.”” In 1981, the British Columbia Federation of Labour (BCFL)
proposed what some deemed a “utopian” law which was based on Sweden’s Parental Insurance
Law. When discussing the legislation, The Vancouver Sun newspaper cited AUCE’s "unusual"
contract provisions as one of the "far more innovative and wide-ranging" policies which went
beyond the legal minimum.'% CUPW’s 1981 contract negotiations made winning maternity
leave a top priority, which baffled many in both the public and the labour movement. CUPW
president Jean-Claude Parrot later recalled “I still remember when folks used to call and say
"Jean-Claude, are we really on strike only over paid maternity leave?" and my answer was
always "No, there are other issues, but we're not going back in until we get it. And then they

would say, "Ok, we understand."'°! As late as 1981, only 8% of union contracts had any kind of

maternity leave provision. Nonetheless, CUPW echoed AUCE’s maternity leave and demanded
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twenty weeks of 100% paid maternity leave, with the employer paying 100% for two weeks prior
to giving birth and 3 weeks after birth while also "topping up" UI benefits for 15 total weeks.
CUPW's leadership built an alliance with 500 women's groups, including non-profits and fellow
labour unions, which supported CUPW throughout the fight. These groups joined CUPW on the
picket line, spoke at press conferences, and generally added the energy of a social movement to
the strike. Postal workers went on strike beginning on June 29, 1981. In July, CUPW informed
Local 1 that UBC was engaging in strike-breaking activity by diverting mail to the United States
Postal Service. In response, Local 1 organizer Carole Cameron quickly sent a letter to UBC
management which demanded it end the mail diversion.!??> At the same time, the Vancouver Sun
again cited AUCE’s contract as one of the rare examples of a Canadian union which had
successfully negotiated maternity leave provisions.'® On August 12, 1981, CUPW members
returned to work with the first national contract in Canada which included 17 weeks of fully paid
maternity leave. The provisions closely mirrored the “top-up” clauses first won by AUCE at
UBC and SFU seven years prior.'® AUCE’s wins at UBC and SFU were powered by
membership engagement and a strong political vision, which enabled them to set the stage for
bigger wins for workers across the labour movement and eventually Canada as a whole.
However, as the global economy shifted, management frequently blamed unions for tough
economic times. Anti-unionism called into question AUCE’s ability to maintain its women’s
liberationist perspective and organizational independence.

Merger
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Local 1’s first declared strike demonstrated that university students could not always be
counted on to be allies of academic workers. Shifting attitudes on the UBC campus reflected
changes society-wide. AUCE Local 1 went on strike in November 1975, and strikers received a
mixture of support and harassment from UBC’s student population. Many students were angered
by the timing of the work stoppage, which coincided with end of semester exams. Campus
RCMP officers acknowledged the harassment of picketers by students, which included spraying
picketers with water while driving past them, but the RCMP did not take action because
"nobody's really been hurt."!% Jay Hirabayashi, a religious studies graduate student, wrote in the
UBC newspaper after the strike’s conclusion that “on [the] Association of University and
College Employees picket lines[,] I was splashed, buzzed by speeding cars, sworn at or just
ignored. That's how an 'educated’ public greets a worker's picket line. It turns my stomach.”!%
Strike supporters among the undergraduate student population were harassed by their peers; The
president of a student residence was forced to resign because of his time on the picket lines. "’
Future NDP MP Svend Robinson, then an undergraduate student representative on UBC's board
of governors, resigned over his "extreme dissatisfaction" with the university’s negotiating
team.'® While Local 1 was on strike, the NDP was easily defeated by the fiscally conservative

Social Credit Party in the provincial election.!” These two events, the growth of anti-AUCE
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attitudes among UBC students and the return of fiscal conservatism to government, portended
future struggles despite the impressive gains previously won.

Throughout the latter years of the 1970s and onward, governments around the world,
including British Columbia, disinvested in the public sector and attacked the rights of workers,
including strict limits on the right to strike.!'® In 1979, the RCMP broke up a picket line at
Simon Fraser University, leading to the arrest of eighteen strikers. The provincial labour
movement responded unequivocally in condemning the arrests.!!! Given the threat to trade
unionism in general, the long-running debate regarding AUCE's potential affiliation with a larger
body increased during this period.

Affiliation supporters argued that women had made major gains within the Canadian
Labour Congress and that AUCE and SORWUC would be better able to support the unorganized
masses of working women from within labour’s mainstream.

We do not underestimate the determination of our members to struggle. But we do

question whether we have the resources to defend ourselves against the attacks that lie

ahead...We want the gains of AUCE defended while joining the Canadian Labour

Congress.!!?

Proponents of feminist independent unions, including the founders of SORWUC and

AUCE, touted their successes, questioned whether gains made by clerical workers within CUPE

had been made, and the motives of those leading the movement for affiliation:
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If they thought it was important for working people to control their own unions, they
would not be prepared to sacrifice a very rare example of a union democratically
controlled by clerical workers. They care about organizing opposition caucuses, getting
themselves elected to conventions so they can debate and hobnob with trade union
celebrities. To these people, the real function of unionism - collective bargaining - is
mere “economism”, not worthy of the attention of people who concern themselves with
global political strategies.'!?

Discussions among feminist trade unionists in BC were heated on the issue and no
consensus could be reached on the affiliation question. In the meantime, opponents of both
unions and the women’s movement launched “a direct attack on labour and social rights and
welfare-related services.”!'* The governing BC Social Credit Party introduced legislation to roll
back the rights of workers, tenants, public aid recipients, and other marginalized groups. In
response, Operation Solidarity, a united front including labour and other social movements, was
soon declared. This full-frontal assault on labour rights reflected how labour relations in Canada,
British Columbia, and worldwide had changed since AUCE’s formation a decade prior. Though
mass protests and other actions organized by Operation Solidarity were able to curtail some of
the legislation, the climate continued to be harsh for all unions in its aftermath.

Faced with the difficult conditions, AUCE Local 1 finally affiliated with the Canadian
Union of Public Employees (CUPE) in December 1984. This led to several sizable shifts in
union governance. Local 1 only considered merging with CLC affiliates because "the majority of

the Committee feel that such affiliation [with the CLC] is paramount, and in fact a large part of

the purpose of this whole exercise [affiliation]."!!> Concerns within the Merger Committee were
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largely based on questions of finances and autonomy, though a section of the union remained in
favour of continued independence. Members questioned other union representatives and each
other on whether they could afford to pay the dues increase necessary to support CUPE's
provincial and national bodies while maintaining local autonomy. Some also expressed the belief
that “staff representatives and lawyers provided by the CUPE national and provincial offices
would not be particularly sensitive to the special needs of our membership."!!¢

CUPE promised to provide access to professional research and training services which
were unavailable to independent unions. Merging into CUPE also meant joining the Canadian
Labour Congress (CLC). CUPE was very familiar with the process of union absorptions, as it
was among the leaders in that category among all Canadian unions in the 1970s and 1980s.
Absorptions as a whole were a common strategy for smaller unions during the difficult period
starting in the late 1970s and continuing into the 1990s.!!”A key factor in CUPE's favour was its
offer of a service trial period which gave Local 1 the right to leave the union after two years if
they were unhappy with the arrangement. Wettig wrote that "The willingness of CUPE to offer
us a two-year service trial period went a long way to persuading us." Going even further, CUPE
cut Local 1's financial commitment to CUPE by $35,000 in the first year. This allowed the
former independent to avoid outspending its revenue in year 1. During the merger discussion,
AUCE stalwart Shirley Irvine expressed concerns about merging into CUPE, "The main

drawback is financial. We would be required to pay a per capita tax of $11.25 per month to

support the national structure. Our monthly dues would therefore have to be increased by $11.25

16 Only AUCE Local 6, which represented non-faculty teaching and support staff at Simon Fraser
University, remained independent. TSSU continues to be independent and feminist to the present day. See: Alicia
Massie and Yi Chien Jade Ho. "“Working Women Unite”: Exploring a Socialist Feminist, Nonhierarchical Teachers
Union." Labor Studies Journal 45, no. 1 (2020): 32-55.

17 Gary N. Chaison “Union Mergers In Hard Times: The View From Five Countries” ILR Press / Cornell
University Press, 1996, 58-59.
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per month to maintain services to our membership at the present level. The only other alternative
is a drastic cut in services at the local level."'!8

The final vote on affiliation occurred at a special membership meeting in December 1984
which was attended by CUPE national president Jeff Rose. Rose emphasized in his address that
"CUPE is not big on rhetoric vis a vis trade unionism..." Instead of an “old style militant trade
union stereotype,” Rose urged AUCE members "to view CUPE as a major insurance policy."
While arguing that "an independent group simply can not take on the government by
themselves," Rose acknowledged AUCE's legacy of independence and strong commitment to
self-governance, stating that "local autonomy and democracy" were "a cornerstone of the CUPE
structure." Reflecting the local's shift away from their origins in the women's liberation
movement, the staff representative assigned by CUPE would likely be male. Indeed, all four
invited guest speakers were also male. Thus, AUCE’s transition from an alternative union
militantly dedicated to women’s liberation and participatory democracy to a progressive union
within the mainstream has not lessened the impact of its fights for maternity leave and across-
the-board wage increases, and participatory democracy on organized labour and society more
broadly. AUCE was imagined by its socialist-feminist organizers in the early 1970s as the first of
many unions organized and governed by working women. While the scale did not match their
ambitious dream, AUCE Local 1 made an outsized impact on the lives of all working women
through its pioneering bargaining of fully-paid maternity leave in all of its collective bargaining

agreements.

118 Association of University of College Employees, Local 1. "Merger Committee Final Report," December
13, 1984, Box 19, File 11, Association of University and College Employees fonds, University of British Columbia
Library Rare Books and Special Collections.
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Chapter 2
“Angry, unrepresented workers” and the struggle for socialist feminism at the University
of Washington

The founding of United Workers Union-Independent is not the first time that angry,
unrepresented workers have organized into an independent union. And it won't be the
last. For new unionism is constantly revitalizing the old. And that is what independent
unions are in this period of history -- a new unionism whose eventual aim is to unify and
strengthen the whole labor movement. - Monica Hill, November 1975!

In September 1973, Monica Hill sat at her desk in Padelford Hall on the University of
Washington campus feeling outraged. While opening the mail, she had discovered a notice of
changes to the classification system which governed her pay and that of the 14,000 other
university support staff across the system. These changes were intended to standardize pay
across university campuses and streamline the system of university labour relations. However,
they also meant that many already low-paid workers, mostly women and minorities, were going
to receive the same or less pay under the new system. Faced with this knowledge, Hill chose to
fight back.? Though, she had not previously been involved in a social movement she nonetheless
decided to put the leadership skills which she developed while class president at her high school
in Spokane and the social connections she made with co-workers into action; Hill recalled “that

night I walked around the building, found out what was happening to other people, wrote a two-

page expose, distributed six copies and called a meeting. One hundred people showed up to that

! Monica Hill, Why Independent Unions? Radical Women Publications: 1975.

2 Hill was 30 years old at the time and was well-educated for her position. She grew up in an Irish
American family in conservative Spokane, Washington. She earned a bachelor’s degree in history and literature
from Seattle University and traveled widely after graduation, including time spent studying Arabic in the Middle
East. Prior to this effort, she already considered herself a feminist and opponent of the Vietnam War but had no
previous organizing experience. (Monica Hill, interviewed by Thomas MacMillan, July 9, 2024).
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meeting!"? Present at this meeting was Yolanda (Abeyta) Alaniz, an office assistant in the Arts
and Science department Student Advising Office in Padelford Hall. She had been a key leader in
the Chicana/o student movement at the UW and had a long relationship with United Farm
Workers union activities and MEChA (a Chicana/o student organization). She recalls Hill
explaining the inherent sexism and racism of the reclassification system. Alaniz remembers her
astonishment that so many white people cared about racial minorities who worked on campus.*
News spread quickly around the highly politicized UW campus and a cross-section of workers
and students were in attendance. Danks recalls that the meeting was led by three women, one of
them being Monica Hill.> Alongside electing Hill as coordinator, a twelve-member steering
committee was also quickly chosen. The Staff Rights Organization Committee (SROC), guided
by area radicals, was a single-issue organization which was able to mobilize thousands of
community members in rapid order. Within just a few weeks’ time, the protest movement spread
beyond the university campus and into greater Seattle.

During the autumn months of 1973, the group organized petitions, led marches, held
rallies both on campus and at the state capitol in Olympia which drew thousands of attendees.
Affirmative Action was a key factor. However, SROC quickly discovered that they were not
only opposing the Washington Legislature but also the state’s largest public sector union, the
Washington Federation of State Employees (WFSE). When SROC went on strike against the
proposed changes, the AFSCME affiliate refused to honour their picket lines. Ultimately, the

reclassification system went into effect on January 1, and the strike ended the following day.

3 Monica Hill, “Union Women's Alliance to Gain Equality (Union Wage) 1975 Working Women's
Conference” Labor Archives and Research Center, November 8, 1975. http://archive.org/details/csfst_ 000041

4 Yolanda (Abeyta) Alaniz: MEChA de UW, Radical Women, Freedom Socialist Party - Seattle
Civil Rights and Labor History Project https://depts.washington.edu/civilr/alaniz.htm

5 Lois Danks, interviewed by Thomas MacMillan, July 10, 2024.


http://archive.org/details/csfst_000041
https://depts.washington.edu/civilr/alaniz.htm
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Having experienced a lack of solidarity from official organized labour, the group re-organized
itself as an independent union known as the United Workers Union-Independent (UWU-I) in
early 1974 and successfully fought for the return to work for all strikers without penalty.
Because it operated outside of the “House of Labour,” the National Labor Relations
Board system, and the Washington Public Employee Relations System, United Workers was able
to operate differently than a typical trade union. Rather than representing a specific bargaining
unit and negotiating contracts, UWU-I’s singular focus was on advancing the interests of the
lowest paid and worst treated employees on the University of Washington campus, particularly
those working in food service, janitorial staff, and clerical staff. Some of these workers were
members of established unions, while many were otherwise unrepresented. UWU-I was the first
union on campus to call for UW funding of childcare for students and workers as part of
af