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Abstract 

From April 1 to 6 over six-hundred North American women met with six Indochinese 

delegates during the 1971 Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference to discuss anti-

war activism and build an anti-war and anti-imperial global sisterhood. Rather than bring 

women together, the struggle for sisterhood divided women, inciting conflict and 

confrontation throughout various stages of conference planning as well as during various 

plenary sessions. In chapter one I argue that the VIWC was an exercise of American 

imperialism on Canadian soil. Because of American imperialist attitudes, many Canadian 

women found sisterhood with those of their own national identity. In chapter two I argue 

that despite the rhetoric around unity and sisterhood, the VIWC actually accelerated 

splintering amongst participating women’s groups. This should not be seen as a failure; 

rather it was indicative of change both at the conference and within the women’s 

movement in general. 

Keywords:  women’s liberation; Vancouver; conflict; imperialism; sisterhood; 

nationalism 
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Epigraph 

“These meetings are supposed to make me feel more powerful, and in some ways they 

do. Rage can move mountains. In addition, they amaze me: it’s shocking, and exciting, 

to hear such things from the mouths of women. I begin to think that women I have 

thought were stupid, or wimps, may simply have been hiding things, as I was.”1 

 

“I walk along the breakwater in the soothing Vancouver drizzle, the half-tones of the 

seashore, the stroking of small waves. In front of me is the Pacific, which sends up 

sunset after sunset, for nothing; at my back are the improbable mountains, and beyond 

them an enormous barricade of land. Toronto lies behind it, at a great distance, burning 

in thought like Gomorrah. At which I dare not look.”2 

- Margaret Atwood, Cat’s Eye 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

1 Margaret Atwood, Cat’s Eye (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1988) 344 

2 Margaret Atwood, Cat’s Eye, 382. 
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Introduction.  
 
Sisterhood, American Imperialism, and Splintering: An 
Introduction 

 In her 1990 Master’s thesis on the 1970 Abortion Caravan, activist Frances 

Wasserlein discusses the discord within Vancouver women’s political organizations 

during the late 1960s and early 1970s. She argues that although this conflict was 

personally difficult for her to examine, it was instrumental to the growth of the 

Vancouver Women’s Caucus (VWC).1 Conflict was one of the first topics addressed by 

the women I interviewed who were involved with the VWC. This was not limited to their 

own group, but between the VWC and other activists across North America. The 

narrators I spoke with – Anne Roberts, Margo Dunn, Ellen Woodsworth, Cathy Walker, 

Marsha Ablowitz, and Cyndia Cole – all recalled that the VWC-organized 1971 

Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference was a site of contention between 

different women’s anti-war, anti-imperial, and anti-racist groups.  

  The 1971 Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference (VIWC) was an anti-

imperial conference organized by Canadian women to facilitate meetings between 

women from North America and Indochina. From April 1 to 6 over six-hundred white, 

black, Latina, Asian, and Indigenous women met with six Indochinese delegates to 

discuss anti-war activism and build a feminist transnational front to end the Vietnam 

                                                

1 The Vancouver Women’s Caucus was at the forefront of political organization and the women’s 
movement in Vancouver. Members from the VWC formed part of the planning committee for the 1971 
Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference. See, Frances Wasserlein, “’An Arrow Aimed at the Heart:’ 
The Vancouver Women’s Caucus and the Abortion Campaign 1969 – 1971,” (Master of Arts diss., Simon 
Fraser University, 1990) 8. 
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War. Their goal was to create awareness of women’s experiences in Indochina and to 

build a solidarity movement against the Vietnam War, American imperialism, sexism, 

and capitalism through a unified global solidarity network based on the notion of 

“sisterhood.”2 My use of the term “imperialism” refers to the social, cultural, economic, 

and political domination of one national power over another – in this case the United 

States over those encompassed within its colonial project.3 The call for an international 

sisterhood was heard, but it was met with hostility. 

 “Sisterhood” was a term used by women’s liberationists to signify a unique, 

female experience that sought to transcend racial, sexual, and cultural divides.4 

Organizers of the VIWC hoped that their shared experience of gender-based 

oppression would facilitate international political unity in the fight against American 

imperialism in Vietnam.5 However, their concept of sisterhood was flawed because it did 

not incorporate differences in race, class, and sexuality, and relied on a singularity of 

gender as the sole reason for women’s oppression. Ending the Vietnam War via a 

                                                

2 The term “Indochina” refers to the countries of Laos, Cambodia, and North and South Vietnam. Historian 
Judy Wu provides an excellent overview of the VIWC being motivated by a “global sisterhood.” See Judy 
Wu, Radicals on the Road: Internationalism, Orientalism, and Feminism during the Vietnam Era (New 
York: Cornell University Press, 2013) 193; “Indo-Chinese Women's Personal Stories,” 1 April 1971, 1-4, 
Anne Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives.  

3 For an in-depth critical examination see John Tomlinson, Cultural Imperialism: A Critical Introduction 
(London: Pinter Publishers Limited, 1991) 2-3. 

4 Historian Elizabeth Fox-Genovese argues that “sisterhood” holds two different meanings. One, which 
separates nurturing women from competitive men via the public/private binary. She also argues that it is 
also a “means for political and economic action based on the shared needs and experiences of women.” 
See Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, “The Personal is Not Political Enough,” Marxist Perspectives (Winter 1979– 
80): 94–97. 

5 This reflects what scholars say the women used the notion of ‘sisterhood’ during women’s liberation. 
White women understood this as political solidarity between women under the notion of a common 
oppression. See bell hooks, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (Boston: South End Press, 1984). 
Historian Judy Tzu-Chun Wu provides an excellent overview of the VIWC being motivated by a “global 
sisterhood.” See Judy Tzu-Chun Wu, Radicals on the Road, 193; “Indo-Chinese Women's Personal 
Stories,” 1 April 1971, 1-4, Anne Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University 
Archives. 
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“global sisterhood” failed to unite women on a global scale because it ignored the 

inequalities and fundamentally different lived-experiences of women.6  

 Sisterhood was powerful in theory; nonetheless, its practice was difficult and 

complicated. The threat of American imperialism highlighted the importance of 

connecting based on more than just self-identifying as a woman. For Canadian women, 

the desire to call out American women for their imperialist mentality outweighed 

potential gender-based connections with them. Thus, Canadian national identity was a 

more unifying force than the concept of sisterhood because organizers of the 1971 

VIWC came out of the conference even more aware of their Canadian-ness. 

 Viewed through the experiences of Canadian participants and organizers, the 

VIWC was an exercise of American imperialism on Canadian soil. Before the 

conference even started, 80 percent of delegate seats were reserved for Americans, 

American planning committees refused to acknowledge Canadian sovereignty, and 

fundamental cultural differences began to show cracks in the notion of an international 

sisterhood.7 To combat the American imperialist threat, Canadian women published an 

eighty-page graphic history titled She Named it Canada, declaring their Canadian 

identity as uniquely separate from that of the United States.8 Due to a printing delay, 

this text was not distributed until the last day of the conference, although all delegates 

                                                

6 Judy Wu, Radicals on the Road, 193.  

7 In both Baltimore and Portland planning meetings, tensions between American and Canadian feminists 
were recorded in meeting minutes. See Ellin Hirst and Alice Wolfson, “Report from the Budapest Meeting 
by the Two American Women who Attended,” date unknown, 1970, Anne Roberts Women’s Movement 
Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives.  

8 Hundreds of copies were made and some are available through archives and public libraries. See, 
Cathy Walker, interview with the author, Surrey, British Columbia, July 2016. 
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were encouraged to attend that session.  While Canadian women’s liberationists were 

generally critical of Canadian nationalism, during the planning and operation of the 

VIWC, these women embraced their Canadian identity when they experienced and 

perceived articulations of American imperialism from other attendees. 

 Furthermore, other tensions around identity emerged around race, racism, and 

sexual identity. Lesbian women desired sisterhood; however, this was unattainable due 

to homophobic and anti-gay rhetoric within the North American women’s movement, 

which created tensions between straight and lesbian women. Fighting American 

imperialism was another key issue for lesbian women, but they also needed American 

allies in the fight for lesbian visibility. Thus, sisterhood for lesbians was complicated by 

their national identity and sexuality. A global sisterhood based on gender alone was 

impossible for Canadian lesbian women due to their sexual identity and paradoxical 

relationship to American lesbian women.  

 Race and racism was another issue that complicated white heterosexual 

feminist’s notion of sisterhood. Canadian women of colour did not feel solidarity with 

white women, but they also rejected racial solidarity with American women of colour. 

For example, when Canadian women of colour were invited to join the Third World 

Women’s Alliance meetings at the VIWC some Canadian women of colour found this 

gesture insulting.9 American women of colour also felt that sisterhood was not possible 

for them, because white women refused to take responsibility for their roles in the 

                                                

9 “The Indochinese Conference Committee: Memorandum,” 12 March 1971, p. 2, Anne Roberts Women’s 
Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives.  
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oppression of black women.10 The inability of white women to recognize race within 

women’s oppression made sisterhood between black and white women at the VIWC 

difficult and impossible. Thus, conflict at the VIWC reflected the issues of the women’s 

movement at large. 

 For Canadian women’s liberationists American imperialism was not just in 

Vietnam, it was a part of the Canadian experience too. In chapter one I argue that the 

1971 Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference exposed how American imperialism 

effected political organizing in Canada during the women’s liberation movement. 

Sisterhood was intended to transcend all differences between women, but rather than 

bring women together, the struggle for sisterhood reinforced their differences. 

Specifically, Canadian nationalism became a rallying point for women because many 

believed that imperialism had infiltrated political organizing within the women’s 

movement in the United States. Because of American imperialist attitudes, many 

Canadian women found sisterhood with those of their own national identity, and found 

themselves at odds with Americans during the VIWC. 

 In chapter two I argue that despite the rhetoric around unity and sisterhood, the 

VIWC actually accelerated splintering amongst participating women’s groups. This 

should not be seen as a failure; rather it was indicative of change both at the conference 

and within the women’s movement in general. Splintering allowed marginalized women 

to address problems such as racism and homophobia. In order to address the issue of 

racism at the VIWC, women of colour demanded separate meetings with the 

                                                

10 Third World Women’s Caucus, “Third World Position Paper,” Los Angeles California, 1971, Anne 
Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 
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Indochinese so that they would not be overshadowed by white women.11 This was to 

protect themselves from racism while simultaneously calling out their white sisters in a 

tangible way. Similarly, lesbian feminists requested separate meetings with the 

Indochinese to discuss lesbianism, but the Conference Planning Committee denied this 

request.12 Feeling pushback from heterosexual women, white lesbian feminists bonded 

over their common experience of oppression and formed a small solidarity network 

during the VIWC. Using oral histories from my narrators as key pieces of evidence, I 

show how conflict facilitated sisterhood between lesbian women; as a result women’s 

liberationists had to make room for lesbian feminist discourse at the conference.13 This 

reflects the larger issue of splintering around issues of identity politics within politically 

active groups within the women’s movement. 

 The 1971 Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference goal of forming a global 

sisterhood united against imperialism ultimately failed. Because American women 

legitimized anti-war resistance around American sociocultural and political issues, 

making the VIWC an exercise of American imperialism on Canadian soil, women 

splintered and built solidarity networks based on their Canadian-ness, race, and sexual 

                                                

11 It’s important to note that race was also a major factor, however historian Judy Tzu-Chun Wu explores 
this issue in great detail and I want to focus on the major issue my narrators had, which was homophobia 
in the women’s movement. I do focus on race in my second chapter, but not as in-depth as I do lesbian 
factions. Overall, women of colour felt closer bonds in their sisterhood with Indochinese women because 
of their status as oppressed women of colour. As such, they requested their meeting with the Indochinese 
women be separate from white women, because of the racism they experienced by white women’s 
liberationists. Solidarity between American women of colour came from their ethnic and racial identities, 
not simply from their gender alone. For women of colour at the VIWC, sisterhood was only possible 
without the presence of white women. See Judy Tzu-Chun Wu, Radicals on the Road, 193-243. 

12 Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016.  

13 VIWC organizers and delegates occupied the office of The Georgia Straight in protest of a sexist 
cartoon on the cover of the Indochinese Conference special issue. See The Georgia Straight, 
“Occupation,” Vancouver, British Columbia, April 8 – 13 1971.  
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identity. This affirms the existing scholarship that sisterhood based on a single “female” 

experience failed during the women’s movement, and splinter groups formed as a 

result. This conference shows how and why sisterhood failed, which is an important 

lesson for political activists today. 

 My methodology combines oral history, archival-based research and consultation 

with secondary sources. The Anne Roberts fonds, Frances Wasserlain fonds, and 

Vancouver Women’s Caucus fonds at the Simon Fraser University Archives were 

crucial to this project. For the oral history component I conducted interviews with Anne 

Roberts, Margo Dunn, Cathy Walker, Ellen Woodsworth, Marsha Ablowitz, and Cyndia 

Cole about their experiences during the VIWC.  

 I obtained these oral interviews in various ways, starting in my undergraduate 

career while working for the Archives of Lesbian Oral Testimony (ALOT). It was in this 

time that I conducted several interviews with women who identified as lesbians in the 

Vancouver during the 1970s. Ellen Woodsworth, one of the women who had been 

interviewed for the project, approached my supervisor Dr. Elise Chenier about being 

interviews about the VIWC. Intrigued, Dr. Chenier asked if I would like to interview 

women who were involved with the planning of the VIWC. I enthusiastically agreed and 

lined up two narrators, Woodsworth and conference organizer Anne Roberts. These 

preliminary interviews only scratched the surface of what was an intriguing and largely 

unknown story. 

 Roberts and Woodsworth connected me with other women – Margo Dunn, Cathy 

Walker, Marsha Ablowitz, and Cyndia Cole – and they shared their experiences about 
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the VIWC with me.14 This is the work that I enjoy the most as a historian; locating the 

experience of subjects. Their stories enriched the well-documented event and added to 

the collection of primary documents relating to the VIWC in the Simon Fraser University 

Archives: Vancouver in the 1970s came alive. I could visualize hundreds of women 

crowded into the Student Union Building at UBC, in electric silence, listening to the 

Indochinese women describe their experiences of the Vietnam War. The tensions, pain, 

and anger of my narrators were tangible as they talked about the difficulties of solidarity 

networking. As organizer Anne Roberts said, “Sisterhood may be powerful, but it isn’t 

always easy.”15 

  

                                                

14 Margo Dunn, Anne Roberts, and Ellen Woodsworth had all been part of the planning of the conference. 
Cathy Walker had done some billeting and helped write She Named it Canada, which I talk about later in 
my paper. Cyndia Cole had billeted several American attendees of the conference. 

15 Anne Roberts, Interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, November 2015.  
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Literature Review 

 Organizers of the Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference (VIWC) put a 

call out to their international “sisters” in an effort to organize against the Vietnam War. 

The notion of “sisters” and “sisterhood” is rooted in the history of women’s struggle for 

gender equality.16 Starting with the suffrage and labour movements of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, white working and middle-class North 

American women collaborated to seek equality in the public sphere. Women in the 

Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL) of New York of 1909 used the terms “sister” and 

“sisterhood” to appeal to upper and middle-class women to join in the struggle of the 

working class. None the less, working-class women had limited success across class 

lines to fight for gender equality. Elite women were unable to relate to their working-

class counterparts, and unwilling to challenge their power dynamic, although they co-

opted the notion of sisterhood.17  

 It was upper-middle-class women who formed early anti-nuclear and feminist 

organizations such as the Voice of Women (VOW) in Canada and the Women Strike for 

Peace (WSP) in the United States – the two organizations that initiated the idea for an 

international women’s anti-imperial conference.  For these two organizations, sisterhood 

was a means to organize around a common condition for women: gender based 

oppression. These two organizations privileged experiences of gender oppression over 

                                                

16Agatha Beins, “Sisterly Solidarity: Politics and Rhetoric of the Direct Address in US Feminism in the 
1970s,” Women: A Cultural Review 21, 3 (2010): 293; Nancy Schrom Dye, As Equals and As Sisters: 
Feminism, the Labor Movement, and the Women’s Trade Union League of New York (Columbia: 
University of Missouri Press, 1980) 4-5.  

17 Nancy Schrom Dye, As Equals and As Sisters, 4-5, 52. 
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all other forms of marginalization in their fight against war and for social mobility, 

economic independence, poverty, and political representation.18 This ignored the plight 

of so many other women, namely women of colour as well as the poor and working-

class. Nonetheless, middle and upper-class feminism led the way in female 

emancipation through legislative representation, the right to vote, and access to birth 

control.  

 Second-wave feminist scholarship credits one text as foundational in igniting the 

white women’s movement in North American – Betty Friedan’s 1963 The Feminine 

Mystique. Friedan critiqued the sexism entrenched within heterosexual, nuclear 

households, and many American and Canadian women identified with the book’s trope 

of the unhappy middle-class housewife.19 Her book ignores the intersections of race, 

class, and sexuality by privileging the experience of gender oppression over all other 

forms of marginalization. Friedan’s work only spoke to a particular constituency of 

women – heterosexual, white, and middle-class – ignoring the fact that black women’s 

activism was one of the origin points of the feminist movement in the United States. 

Nonetheless, by the late 1960s, women’s liberation had gained substantial momentum 

as new groups formed around issues of gender equality, sexism, and misogyny. As 

white women continued to enter the workforce and academic institutions, they were able 

                                                

18 Nancy Adamson, “Feminists, Libbers, Lefties and Radicals: The Emergence of the Women’s Liberation 
Movement,” in A Diversity of Women: Ontario, 1945-1980 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995) 
253-255; Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique, (W.W. Norton and Co., 1963), 15, 25.    

19 Nancy Adamson, “Feminists, Libbers, Lefties and Radicals,” 253-255; Betty Friedan, The Feminine 
Mystique, 15, 25.   
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to use their upward mobility, and often their white privilege, to organize and mobilize 

around reproductive control, economic independence, poverty, and anti-war activism. 20 

 Liberal feminism was one of the most popular feminist ideologies during the long 

sixties throughout the United States.21 Liberal feminists fought for equality of the sexes 

within already existing societal structures. For example, the National Organization of 

Women (NOW), founded in 1966 by Friedan and Aileen Hernandez, mobilized around 

gender-based discrimination by demanding equality in political representation and the 

work force. Radical feminists, on the other hand, believed that patriarchal power 

structures were sources of gender inequality and had to be dismantled through social 

and cultural transformations, such as removing men from all feminist institutions.22 As 

the women’s movement gained strength in numbers, as Jo Freeman argues, younger 

women were drawn to radical feminism, replacing the popularity of older liberal feminist 

organizations such as NOW and WSP.23 This created tension between white and black 

feminists, because the call to remove men from the women’s movement was 

                                                

20 Benita Roth, Separate Roads to Feminism: Black, Chicana, and White feminist movements in 
America's Second Wave (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004) 24. 

21 The long sixties refers to a period of rapid political and social changes that occurred in North America 
during the 1960s and 1970s.  For this thesis, I specifically examine the years extending from 1965 to 
1975 which provides sufficient contextualization at the height of sociopolitical unrest in Canada. See Lara 
Campbell and Dominique Clément, “Introduction: Time, Age, Myth: Towards a History of the Sixties,” Lara 
Campbell, Dominique Clément, and Gregory S. Kealey, eds., in Debating Dissent: Canada in the Sixties 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012) 3; Alice Echols, Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in 
America, 1967–75 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989) 37; Jo Freeman, “The Origin of the 
Women’s Liberation Movement,” American Journal of Sociology, vol. 78, 4, (Jan., 1973): 794-496. 

22 V.P. Franklin, “Hidden in Plain View: African American Women, Radical Feminism, and the Origins of 
Women's Studies Programs, 1967-1974,” The Journal of African American History, 87 (Autumn, 2002): 
437. 

23 Jo Freeman, “The Origins of the Women’s Liberation Movement,” 795. 
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unacceptable to black women, who shared the same experience of racial oppression 

with black men. 

 Even though tensions existed between white and black feminists during the 

second wave, alliances were formed in the movement’s early years. Alice Echols – a 

key historian of women’s liberation – argues that the coalition between black and white 

American women’s liberationists was inspired by the Civil Rights and Black Power 

movements.24 White women worked for various organizations, and participated in 

marches and other forms of non-violent protest to help people of colour secure the 

same rights and freedoms afforded to white Americans. It was during this era that early 

feminists encountered misogyny and sexism from politically active men in both the New 

Left and Black Panther Party.25 In other words, radical feminism emerged as a direct 

response to male chauvinism and sexist attitudes within the New Left that pushed 

women to create their own separate movement.  

 This argument is problematic, however, because male chauvinism and sexism 

were not new phenomena. Historian Carol Giardina argues that sexism and misogyny 

were not the impetus for the “birth of the new movement.”26 Instead, the women’s 

movement in the United States emerged due to courage, new ideas, and the collective 

action made possible through their participation within the Civil Rights, Black Freedom, 

and New Left movement.27 Women’s participation was crucial to the success of these 

                                                

24 For more on this traditional notions of women’s movement history see Alice Echols, Daring to Be Bad, 
6, 49. 

25 Ibid, 116-118. 

26 Carol Giardina, Freedom for Women: Forging the Women’s Liberation Movement, 1953-1970 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2010) 5-6. 

27 Carol Giardina, Freedom for Women, 6. 



13 
 

organizations, and their involvement provided them with the skills and determination to 

split from these groups. Tired of sexism and misogyny, women left these male-centred 

organizations in favour of women’s groups. 

 Similarly, historian Benita Roth argues that “male left hostility to feminist 

organizing could not on its own create a feminist movement,” and that something else 

was needed for women to separate their activism from men’s.28 The very grassroots 

nature of leftist activism in North America, even when a majority of men dismissed and 

trivialized feminism, meant there were avenues of dissemination and debate for feminist 

ideas. Newspapers, zines, and informal public forums were means for women to publish 

and distribute their feminist ideologies to women of various ethnicities, cultures, and 

classes.29 Leaders of the women’s movement gained experience in organizing for other 

causes during the Civil Rights movement, and through these efforts, they learned the 

skills necessary to organize on a large scale. Responding to misogyny was not the sole 

impetus for a feminist movement; rather, it combined with the availability of resources 

and influences women of colour to spawn a female revolution.  

In the early stages of women’s liberation and the revolution against male 

supremacy, women of colour formed political alliances with white feminists, such as 

Aileen Hernandez, a Chicana-Jamaican-American woman. She worked with Betty 

Friedan to establish the National Organization of Women (NOW).30 Frances Beal, Mary 

Treadwell, and Casey Hayden formed a feminist sub-group within the Student 
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Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), a largely African-American anti-war group 

widespread throughout American campuses.31 Initially, women from different ethnic 

backgrounds worked together to fight against war, sexism, racial inequality; however 

this changed.  

Due to race and racism being a source of conflict in women’s liberation, women 

of colour soon splintered from white feminists.32 Women of colour were critical of white 

women’s notion of feminism and sisterhood because anti-racist politics were rarely 

included by white organizers. White and black women found it difficult to unite as sisters 

in the struggle against sexism and imperialism. As the women’s movement 

strengthened, dialogue between black and white feminists diminished. Roth argues that 

black feminists became critical that “the white women’s movement privileged gender 

oppression over racial oppressions.”33 Black feminists did not view gender and race-

based oppression as separate from one another because they were a simultaneous 

experience.34 Many white feminists insisted that women’s liberation should not include 

men; however, for black women this was impossible as their struggles against racism 

included the experience of black men; thus the movement split along racial lines.35 What 

began as an initial coalition between white women and women of colour in the 1960s 

became divided by the early 1970s.36 Sisterhood did not work because those who used 
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it as a call to action believed that an essentialized experience of womanhood existed, 

making it a failed concept around which to mobilize.  

 Thus, black and white feminism emerged within separate spheres. They were not 

sisters in the struggle, even though attempts were made by individuals and groups from 

both sides. The 1970 anthology Sisterhood is Powerful is an example of how women’s 

liberationists tried to be inclusive. There are over sixty entries in Sisterhood; however, 

only three are from a black perspective: those authored by Frances M. Beal, Eleanor 

Holmes Norton, and the Mount Vernon Black Women’s Liberation Group. Indeed, these 

black women were powerful figures in black women’s liberation, but their inclusion was 

tokenistic, as white women failed to engage with black consciousness in their own 

writing.    

 Tokenism aside, black and white feminists mobilized around similar political 

issues such as the Vietnam War. Black Women Enraged (BWE) was an anti-war black 

women’s liberation group established in 1964 by Patricia Robinson.37 Throughout the 

1960s and early 70s BWE criticized racist draft policies, advocated black resistance, 

and held anti-war protests.38 Robinson was a powerful Civil Rights leader and co-

founder of the Mount Vernon Black Women’s Liberation Group and Third World 

Women’s Alliance (TWWA) in 1968.39 Women within these groups rejected the notion 
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that black women’s role in black liberation was to support black men.40 The BWE, 

TWWA, and Mount Vernon group advocated for black women’s access to birth control 

and welfare, and criticized black power groups such as the Black Panthers for misogyny 

and poor treatment of women within their organization.41 Due to racism black feminist 

platforms were ignored by both women’s liberationists and organizations within the New 

Left.42 Even though many of these people worked together during the Civil Rights 

movement, black and white activists separated along racial lines. 

 White feminists ignorance of black feminism was not a new phenomenon. Since 

the nineteenth century, American black feminists were politically active and the first 

women in the United States to “conceptualize possibilities for resisting sexual and racial 

oppression.”43 For example, in 1831 black abolitionist Maria Stewart “urged women to 

seek economic independence,” and later formed the National Association of Colored 

Women in 1896.44 Members called on their black and white abolitionist sisters to 

organize with each other beyond emancipation – but anti-slavery did not always 

translate to anti-racism. White feminists of the first wave did not see racism as a threat 

to women’s emancipation because many of them held racist beliefs.  

                                                

40 Black Power and Black Liberation were distinct from the Civil Rights movement, however many black 
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 Similar to the United States, Canadian feminist organizations emerged from early 

and late-nineteenth-century social movements such as social purity, labour, and 

suffrage groups.45  Historians Carol Bacchi, Lara Campbell, Tamara Myers, and Adele 

Perry argue that from these organizations, among others, the “first wave” of Canadian 

feminism emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and the labour 

movement in particular was “one of the earliest supporters of female enfranchisement in 

Canada.”46 These women demanded access to higher education, political 

representation, and voting rights.47 This movement was successful in its quest to 

fundamentally change Canadian policy, and women were eventually granted the right to 

vote and representation, but for only certain kinds of women: white and middle or upper 

class. Suffragettes fought against immigration, advocated for eugenics, racial 

superiority, and framed women as moral gatekeepers responsible for the protection of 

families.48 White middle and upper-class women controlled who participated and 

received benefits from feminism’s first-wave; immigrants, people of colour, poor women, 

sex workers, and the disabled were not welcome. Nonetheless, first-wave feminists 

were responsible for early success in the struggle for equality between the sexes.  

 Following the first-wave, second-wave feminism in North America emerged after 

World War II. Women grew tired of domesticity, especially after opportunities during the 

War saw thousands of women leave their homes and enter the workforce. Although 
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early historians such as Janine Broadie argue that second-wave feminism emerged 

from white, suburban, and middle-class groups, revisionist histories such as those by 

Joan Sangster, Lara Campbell, and Adele Perry show that women’s liberation during 

the long-sixties was much more diverse than previously thought: racially, culturally, and 

economically.49 Women of colour in Canada, such as Indigenous women and women 

who emigrated from the so-called “Third World” had their own distinct feminist groups 

and organizations. Québécoise women fought for cultural and linguistic rights within 

their women’s groups. Poor and working-class women protested their economic 

disenfranchisement. Socialist and labour-movement feminists were some of the earliest 

women to mobilize around gender equality. 

 Many women’s liberationists came from impoverished or working-class 

backgrounds.50 Even so, some of the loudest and most visible Canadian feminist 

organizations were predominately white middle and upper-class women. Those such as 

the Voice of Women, who fought for the Royal Commission on the Status of Women, 

enjoyed relative economic comfort in their positions as white middle class women.51 

White liberal feminists were the most numerous in the women’s movement during the 

long sixties, but poor, working-class, and racialized women who founded the movement 

refused to stay silent. As a result, alliances were made between labour, socialist, and 
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middle-class liberal feminists that ensured working-class interests and politics were a 

part of women’s liberation in Canada.52 One way they did this was to engage in feminist 

discourse via magazines, newspapers, and other independent publications.  

  Joan Sangster, Tessa Jordan, Lois Pike, Valerie Korinek and Doris Anderson 

document the plethora of feminist scholarship during the long-sixties that existed 

outside of academic and peer reviewed publications.53 For example, grassroots feminist 

magazines such as Kinesis, Herizons, The Velvet Fist, La Vie en Rose, Broadside, 

Pandora, Upstream, and The Beaver were created in response to male-centred colonial 

discourse that largely ignored women’s emotional, physical, and socioeconomic labour 

in Canadian history.54 Press Gang, a radical and feminist publishing company based in 

Vancouver, published articles and books by Canadian radical-feminist authors.55 Ellen 

Woodsworth and Aaron H. Devor independently published The Other Woman, the first 

lesbian feminist publication in Canada.56 Overall, Canadian feminist scholarship was 

integral to the women’s movement because it provided an accessible platform for 

Canadian women to engage with feminist discourse. 
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Even though these publications often had policies against publishing racist 

material, they lacked voices from poor white women and women of colour. This is due 

to the splintering of feminist groups early on in the women’s liberation movement. 

Women of colour had their own social, political, and economic issues that did not 

always align with white middle class feminists. As Kathleen Jamieson and Meg Luxton 

argue, during the long sixties Canada had an active Indigenous women’s movement, 

and yet compared to white women, their writings were not accessible.57 This was in part 

due to the racism entrenched within Canadian society.  

Early white suffragettes had not included First Nations, Métis, and Inuit women in 

their fight for personhood and the right to vote. Federal legislation such as the Indian 

Act had robbed First Nations women of their social, political, and economic autonomy. 

As a result, Indigenous women lost connections to family and culture if they chose to 

marry a non-Status man or moved off reserve. They could not vote for their own band 

council until 1951 or federally until 1960.58 Indigenous feminists had their own struggles 

that many white women were either unaware of or did not care about.  

Indigenous feminists also struggled within their own communities. When 

Indigenous women formed activists groups outside of the Indian Homemakers Club, 

they were criticized for touting the “anti-Indian” line, and First Nations leaders publicly 

condemned Indigenous “women’s libbers” for their role undermining Indigenous 
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sovereignty by aligning their politics with white women.59 This was just part of what  

Joanne Barker argues as a “longer process of social formation in which Indian men’s 

political, economic, and cultural role and responsibilities were elevated…while those of 

Indian women were devalued,” consequently normalizing sexism even before the Indian 

Act of 1876.60 Thus, the Native Women’s Movement was in what Indigenous scholar 

and activist Kathleen Jamieson describes as “multiple jeopardies” – Indigenous women 

were under threat from the Canadian government, white settlers, and their own 

people.61 Indigenous women faced enormous obstacles (and still do today, as 

evidenced by the thousands of missing and murdered Aboriginal women in Canada); 

however, they were instrumental in resisting patriarchal power structures of inequity 

throughout the twentieth century, even if this aspect of Canadian women’s history is 

lesser known.   

Québécoise women in Canada articulated a form of feminism that not only 

addressed gender issues but also sought to wrest the economic social, cultural, and 

economic control of the province away from English Canadians. It was distinct from “the 

rest of Canada” in that it included language rights, religion, and other issues of 

Québécoise concern.62 One of the first papers written by and for French-Canadian 

women was Le Coin du feu, which discussed women’s issues and Québec nationalism 
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as early as the 1890s.63 As Québécoise feminism developed during the twentieth 

century, socialist, radical, and liberal French Canadian feminisms grew in popularity. 

Publications such as the Québécoise deboutte!, Les Tetes de Pioches, and La Vie en 

Rose reflected the social and political interests of these feminist groups and were 

popular amoung Québécoise readers.64 Québécoise feminists were a major part of the 

women’s movement in Canada, making this a distinct form of feminism that was not 

found within the United States.  

 Overall, the women’s second-wave movement in Canada had a myriad of 

cultural, social, ethnic, and linguistic differences. Political interests of women’s groups, 

especially Indigenous women and women of colour, were not always included in middle-

class feminist mandates. Still, their resistance made an important contribution in the 

fight for gender and racial equality. Their resistance was often grassroots and helped 

those in the margins who were often left out of mainstream liberal feminist discourse. 

The women’s movement grew in the 1960s and 70s due to various grassroots 

movements. Across Canada, radical, social, and liberal feminism found popularity with 

young white women who fought back against social, political, and economic inequality.   

The Birth of a Conference  

 Both the Vancouver and Toronto Indochinese Women’s Conferences resulted 

from the desire to build a united front of Canadian, American, and Indochinese anti-war 
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activists.65 Initially, WSP and VOW held a meeting in 1967 in Hanoi, and decided that 

North American feminists should come together to speak against imperialism. The 

Voice of Women (VOW) Montreal chapter brought three Vietnamese women from this 

meeting to Canada in July of 1969: Vo Thi The, Nguyen Ngoc Dung, and Le Thi Cao.66 

During their two-week visit they travelled as guests of the VOW across Canada with 

stops in Nanaimo, Vancouver, Regina, Winnipeg, Toronto, Niagara Falls, Ottawa, and 

Montreal to discuss their experiences of the Vietnam War with ordinary Canadian and 

American people.67 Several WSP members went to Hanoi to visit their Indochinese 

contacts during the winter of 1969 and spring of 1970. Both the Vietnamese and VOW 

women agreed that a large conference needed to be organized that appealed to North 

American activists to advance the growing anti-war movement and to allow the 

Vietnamese to meet with women’s groups to build a solidarity network with the 

Vietnamese Women’s Union (VWU).68 

 It took over three years to decide where and when the Indochinese Women’s 

Conferences would be held. Preliminary meetings were held in Paris, New York, 

Budapest, Baltimore, San Francisco, and Portland to organize a transnational anti-

imperial and anti-war conference led by North American women. The Paris and 

Budapest conferences were largely made up of the “Old Friends:” upper-class white 
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women with ties to the Communist Party who had formed friendships with women from 

Indochina during their early solidarity work in Hanoi.69 It was during the New York, 

Baltimore, San Francisco, and Portland conferences that women from diverse political, 

class, racial, and sexual identities became more involved with, and subsequently took 

over, the planning of the VIWC. 

Several women’s liberationists were invited by WSP and VOW members in the 

summer of 1970 to meet with twelve Indochinese women with whom they had personal 

and political connections. They met in Hanoi to discuss the fight against sexism, racism, 

and imperialism. During these meetings personal connections and friendship were 

made between white representatives of the WSP, VOW, women’s liberationists, and 

Indochinese women. Some women’s liberation members had meetings with women in 

Hanoi in the summer of 1970. It was during these early meetings that the Vietnamese 

women, who would become the guests of honour during the VIWC, expressed a strong 

desire to “meet with representatives from Women’s Liberation and Third World 

women.”70 They also wanted to meet with women of colour, impoverished women, and 

the wives of GIs.71 

The violence Indochinese women experienced as a result of the Vietnam War 

strengthened their desire to dismantle American imperialism. They believed that 
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Indochina would only be free if they had support around the world, especially from North 

America.72 Although the VWU and Laotian Women’s Union (LWU) had ties with North 

American women’s groups through communist political connections, they needed 

broader support from mainstream American and Canadian activists. Indochinese 

resistance groups thought that the best way to bring American and Canadian women to 

join their cause was to have a conference where they could meet with those at the 

forefront of the anti-war effort in North America. Due not only to the violence at home, 

but also a desire to meet with as many women’s unions and groups as possible, the 

Indochinese delegates wanted the conference to be held in North America. 

Together, the VWU, WSP, and VOW decided that a transnational conference 

held in Canada was the best way to reach a wide audience to discuss women’s 

experiences in Indochina and to build unity to fight against the Vietnam War. 

Vancouver, Toronto, and Montreal were chosen as prime geographical locations that 

ensured the greatest number of women from across North America could attend 

because they could not meet in the United States. Thus, through the organization of 

white women’s groups, the Indochinese Women’s Conferences were born.  

While the VOW and WSP were responsible for the transnational organizing that 

allowed for the VIWC to occur, my narrators hardly mention them. Rarely did the “Old 

Friends” and “New Friends” connect or interact with each other. This was due to 

intergenerational tensions and divides between women, and many of the young 

women’s liberationists felt that the politics of the VOW and WSP did not align with their 
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own radical politics.73 Nonetheless, the connections between the VOW, WSP, and 

Indochinese delegates were integral to the possibility of a transnational peace 

conference, and VIWC would not have occurred without these early maternal feminist 

connections.  

 From these early connections, thirteen Indochinese women were selected and 

scheduled to attend the tentative Toronto, Vancouver, and Montréal conferences from 

March 24 to April 7, 1971.74 In the end, only six women were able to come to Canada, 

along with three men who acted as their interpreters. They were: Madame Thi The Vo, 

Madame Thi Xiem Nguyen, Madame Minh Hien Phan, Madame Thi Houng Dinh, 

Madame Boupha Khampheng, and Madame Pholsena Khemphet.75 The three male 

interpreters were Tri Nguyen, a French professor from Hanoi, Van Anh Trinh from South 

Vietnam, and Srithirath Souban from Laos.76 Women from Cambodia were unable to 

attend, and instead sent messages of solidarity through the other Indochinese 

delegates.  

These Indochinese delegates were all respected leaders and members of their 

communities, and were all well-educated. They had political connections with white 
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North American women in various Communist and Socialist organizations. The 

Vietnamese delegates were part of the Women’s Union for National Salvation (WUNS), 

which later became the Vietnamese Women’s Union (VWU), a large communist 

organization established in 1926 that focused on gender, social, and economic 

equality.77 The Laotian women were from the Laotian Women’s Union (LWU), a sister 

group to the VWU. Through these organizations, Indochinese women connected with 

each other as well as North American groups such as the VOW and WSP, making it an 

important organization for establishing the VIWC.  

Thi The Vo, a university professor and delegate of the VIWC, became involved 

with the Vietnamese resistance through the VWU in university.78 During the French 

colonial occupation of Vietnam, Vo’s family joined the resistance and as a result her 

father and two brothers were killed in combat.79  Her husband, with whom she had two 

children, joined the Vietnamese resistance and she hadn’t seen him since his 

enlistment.80 Vo was president of the VWU, and had been to Canada earlier in 1969. 

Thi Xiem Nguyen, an obstetrician, also came from a family of resistance fighters during 

the French colonial occupation of Vietnam. After moving to North Vietnam with her 

father and two brothers, leaving her mother behind, Nguyen joined the WUNS in 1952. 

Nguyen graduated from medical school at the University of Hanoi in 1959 and worked in 
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the Institute for the Protection of Mothers and Newborn Babies, which had been built 

through the funding of various international Women’s Unions.81 The village where she 

grew up was bombed in 1969, and she hadn’t heard from her mother and remaining 

siblings since.82  

Minh Hien Phan had “not seen any peace” since 1947 when French troops 

occupied her village in South Vietnam.83 Most of her family had been killed, which was 

the impetus for her joining the Vietnamese resistance movement and the WUNS as a 

chemistry student in university. She was married, but her husband had joined the army 

and they had not seen each other for ten years, so she looked after their three children 

with help from people in her village.84 She came to the VIWC from Hanoi, however, it 

took her three months to walk there from the South, carrying forty-four pounds of 

luggage on her back.85 Ending the war in Vietnam was crucial to the safety and 

recovery of her community.  

Thi Houng Dinh was a widow from the Binh Dinh province of Vietnam. She had 

been imprisoned for six years, and released in 1961 from Quinhon prison, an infamous 

jail known for its brutal treatment and torture of Vietnamese prisoners.86 She survived 
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willing to share her personal stories. See Kathleen Gough, “An Indochinese Conference in Vancouver,” 
May 1970, p. 4, Anne Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 
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after years of suffering intense physical and psychological trauma. This included six 

months to recover from temporary paralysation caused by a particularly horrific form of 

water torture.87 After her release from Quinhon, Dihn joined the resistance against the 

United States army, joined the WUNS, and was “chosen to visit Canada as an 

exemplary fighter for her people” by WUNS board members.88 All of her family had been 

imprisoned or tortured by American troops, including her daughter, who had been 

arrested and tortured by the United States army for the third time in early 1970. 

The two women from Laos were Boupha Khampheng and Pholsena Khemphet. 

Khampheng, a school teacher, had been involved in the revolution since the French had 

invaded Laos in 1945, and Khemphet’s father had been assassinated by the Asian 

division of the CIA, because of his position as President of the Party for Peace and 

Neutrality in Laos.89 They were both active in the Indochinese resistance against French 

and U.S. imperialism, and had been deeply affected by aggressions carried out by the 

United States government. Laos had served as a strategic military base for the 

American army, and both women had witnessed the devastating effects of US imperial 

actions. As a result, they joined the Laos Women’s Union (LWU), a sister group to the 

Vietnamese Women’s Union to emancipate themselves from American imperialism and 

aggression.  

                                                

87 Kathleen Gough, “An Indochinese Conference in Vancouver,” May 1970, p. 4-5, Anne Roberts 
Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 

88 Kathleen Gough, “An Indochinese Conference in Vancouver,” May 1970, p. 4-5, Anne Roberts 
Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 

89 Kathleen Gough, “An Indochinese Conference in Vancouver,” May 1970, p. 5-6, Anne Roberts 
Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 



30 
 

From April 1 to 6 1971 these six Indochinese women met with over 600 women 

from North America at the VIWC. The VIWC greatly influenced the lives of the women I 

interviewed for this project. Even though there were emotionally and physically painful 

incidents during the VIWC, this did not dissuade some from continuing the fight against 

imperialism, capitalism, and sexism. The VIWC was for many the beginning of their 

activism as white lesbians, women’s liberationists, queer women of colour, and straight 

women of colour. The VIWC signalled an end to a unified sisterhood, but the beginning 

of small solidarity networks. 

 Taking into account the rise of feminism, Canadian and American differences, 

the initial goals of the conference, the conflict that ensued, and the way women 

remember it, the Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference was an important 

historical moment for women’s liberation in Canada. In 1971 Vancouver became an 

important location to facilitate discussions between women whose countries of 

residence were at war: Vietnam and the United States. This conference highlighted and 

exposed tensions between Canada and the United States as well. For many of the 

Canadian women involved, these tensions coalesced around the issue of American 

imperialism, making the VIWC a tumultuous moment within their own political 

organizing. Many Canadian women saw this conference as an opportunity to make 

American imperialism in Canada a part of the struggle for peace. American chauvinism 

was considered a real problem by Canadian delegates, and the VIWC became a 

moment for women to confront and try to dismantle the issue. This desire created 

tensions between groups, which ultimately exploded during the VIWC. Instead of 
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unification, the conference troubled notions of sisterhood making this attempt at global 

solidarity painful and difficult.
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Chapter One:  
 
Sisterhood is Difficult: American Imperialism on 
Canadian Soil. 

 On April 1, 1971, the first day of the Vancouver Indochinese Women’s 

Conference, Margo Dunn planned a Cultural Exchange Day. The Indochinese 

women had specifically requested attending this event so that they could 

experience various aspects of Canadian and American culture.1 American and 

Canadian women were scheduled to perform musical acts, plays, and poetry 

readings throughout the evening in the Student Union Building at the University 

of British Columbia. Performers included women’s liberationists, men, lesbians, 

and people of colour.2 Even though the Indochinese guests were not present for 

the scheduled start time, the Cultural Exchange performances went ahead as 

scheduled in hopes that they would eventually arrive.   

 Several hours passed with no word on the whereabouts of the 

Indochinese visitors, all of whom had arrived the day before and were staying 

with their Old Friends, – members of the VOW and WSP – in the Vancouver 

neighbourhood of Shaughnessy.3 Organizers later found out that members from 

the Black Panthers had taken the Indochinese women to Chinatown for dinner 

with no intention of bringing them back for the Cultural Exchange. Conference 

attendees and organizers were upset, and organizer Margo Dunn saw the 

                                                

1 Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016. 

2 Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016. 

3 Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016. 
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incident as “one hundred percent a disaster.”4 Dunn felt that it demonstrated a 

typical American attitude toward Canadian culture at the conference – that 

Canada as a country was insignificant and its only position was to support 

American women.  

 The initial goal of the Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference was 

not only to bring awareness to the experiences of women in Indochina, but also 

to build a solidarity movement against imperialism, sexism, and capitalism 

through a unified sisterhood.5 Organizers of the VIWC hoped that their shared 

experience of gender-based oppression would facilitate international political 

unity in the fight against American imperialism in Vietnam.  Although VIWC 

participants used the term “sisterhood” to signify a common female experience 

that sought to transcend racial, sexual, and cultural divides, the concept of 

sisterhood was flawed because it assumed that all women experienced gender-

based violence and oppression the same way.6 The notion of sisterhood 

embraced by white middle-class conference organizers often disguised 

differences in race, class, and sexuality. Although a sisterhood based on gender 

alone was a powerful concept, it failed to bring together as a whole those who 

attended the VIWC.   

                                                

4 Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016. 

5 The term “Indochina” refers to the countries of Laos, Cambodia, and North and South Vietnam. 
See Kathleen Gough, “An Indochinese Conference in Vancouver,” May 1970, p. 1-4, Anne 
Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 
6 Historian Elizabeth Fox-Genovese argues that “sisterhood” holds two different meanings. One, 
which separates nurturing women from competitive men via the public/private binary. She also 
argues that it is also a “means for political and economic action based on the shared needs and 
experiences of women.” See Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, “The Personal is Not Political Enough,” 94–
97. 
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 Rather than an example of sisterhood, the VIWC came to represent an 

exercise of American imperialism on Canadian soil.7 The majority of delegate 

seats were reserved for Americans, and American feminist groups refused to 

acknowledge Canadian sovereignty or fundamental cultural differences between 

American and Canadian women, showing how American demands 

overshadowed the organization of the VIWC.  Canadian women of colour were 

also largely excluded from the planning of the conference and were deeply 

offended by an offer to attend the conference as delegates with the Third World 

Women’s Alliance (TWWA), an American organization.8 These women publically 

declared their identities as women of colour within Canada, denying the 

American assertion that they belonged to an international third world group. As a 

result, for Canadian participants in the VIWC, Canadian national identity became 

a more unifying force than the concept of sisterhood, bridging racial and sexual 

divides to oppose American imperialism around the world and within the 

women’s liberation movement. 

 The creation of a global sisterhood via the VIWC was not possible 

because there were too many special interests beyond dismantling the Vietnam 

War. Each group had a different set of expectations. The Third World Women’s 

                                                

7 The term American imperialism refers to the pattern of relationship between Canada and the 
Empire of the United States. It is the abuse of economic, social, and political power over a foreign 
culture, in this case Canada, by the United States. This can be both direct via policy making or 
indirect such as insisting and reinforcing American cultural values as superior to other nations. In 
other words, American imperialism within the VIWC was the domination of American politics, 
social issues, and problems take precedence at the expense of Indochinese and Canadian 
women. See Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Random House, 1993), xi-11; 
John Tomlinson, Cultural Imperialism, 3-5. 

8 “The Indochinese Conference Committee: Memorandum,” 12 March 1971, p. 2, Anne Roberts 
Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives.  
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Alliance (TWWA), Black Panthers, and other women of colour wanted to address 

racism; lesbians wanted to address homophobia within the women’s movement; 

the Vancouver Women’s Caucus, Conference Planning Committee, Corrective 

Collective, and other Canadian participants wanted to address American 

imperialism in Canada. In this chapter I argue that the 1971 Vancouver 

Indochinese Women’s Conference exposed how feminist political organizing was 

not immune to American imperialism during the women’s liberation movement. 

Sisterhood in this historical moment was meant to transcend all differences 

between women, but rather than bring women together, it reinforced their 

differences. Specifically, Canadian national identity became a rallying point for 

Canadian women because many believed that imperialism had infiltrated political 

organizing within the women’s movement in the United States. Evidence for this 

is found in the archives, oral sources, and a key piece of evidence called She 

Named it Canada (SNIC), which I analyze in detail later in the chapter.    

 At the outset of the VIWC, women mobilized around anti-imperial 

initiatives that sought to dismantle American power in Vietnam, such as creating 

SNIC for American audiences. For these women, anti-imperialism meant 

opposing American destruction and violence in Vietnam through education and 

critiquing US imperialism.9 North American women also hoped to build an 

international alliance, specifically with Indochinese women, looking east for new 

                                                

9 Judy Tzu-Chun Wu, “Journeys for Peace and Liberation: Third World Internationalism and 
Radical Orientalism during the U.S. War in Vietnam," Pacific Historical Review 76, no. 4 (2007): 
579. 
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ways in political organizing for women’s equality and dismantling imperialism.10 

They drew inspiration from their Indochinese “sisters,” hoping to form new 

political identities together as women.11 The intention to build a coalition based 

solely on the notion of a womanhood free from imperialism was difficult to 

achieve because hostilities between different women’s groups overshadowed the 

overall goal. 

 For Canadian women specifically, from its inception the VIWC was an 

American conference on Canadian soil. American anti-imperial activists only 

legitimized anti-war resistance so long as it mobilized around American ideas of 

opposing the Vietnam War, and anti-imperial politics. From the outset American 

groups asserted their dominance of the Conference by demanding that 80 

percent of seats be reserved for their organizations.12 American women also 

ignored the limit of delegate quotas from their organizations, saying that if they 

could not come with their group, they would attend as individuals, straining 

Canadian resources.13 American groups also insisted that the conference 

organizers address the tensions between African American and white women’s 

groups within the overarching context of black politics – a largely US 

phenomenon.14 In sum, Canadian women were expected to organize a 

                                                

10 Judy Tzu-Chun Wu, “Journeys for Peace and Liberation,” 579. 

11 Ibid. 

12 “Minutes of Portland, Oregon Meeting,” Conference Planning Committee, February 6-7, 1971, 
p. 1-3, Anne Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 

13 “Minutes of Portland, Oregon Meeting,” Conference Planning Committee, February 6-7, 1971, 
p. 1-3, Anne Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 

14 “Minutes of Portland, Oregon Meeting,” Conference Planning Committee, February 6-7, 1971, 
p. 1-3, Anne Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 
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conference for Americans. Canadian women saw this as evidence of American 

imperialism within the women’s movement.    

 During the planning phases of the VIWC, Canadian women voiced their 

frustrations about the imperialist attitudes held by some of their American sisters. 

In a report from one VIWC planning meeting in Portland, Oregon, Canadian 

women explicitly stated that “Canada is a country colonized by the US, under 

heavy cultural and economic domination of the US.”15 Canadian women wanted 

Americans to know that Canada functioned as an imperial satellite of the United 

States, and that this needed to be addressed before the VIWC. American 

women, however, were not aware of their cultural influence in Canada. Since 

confederation, Canadians felt the pervasive influence of American sociopolitical, 

cultural, and economic power. Population differences also contributed to the 

growing power of the United States, with 150 million Americans compared to just 

17 million Canadians in the 1960s, making Canada’s total population less than 

twelve percent of that in the United States.16 Canada’s economy largely 

depended on exports of raw material to the United States, thus demanding that 

Canada maintain amicable political and social relationships in order to ensure 

economic stability.  

                                                

15 “The Indochinese Conference Committee: Memorandum,” 12 March 1971, p. 1, Anne Roberts 
Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 

16 Statistics Canada, “Estimated Population of Canada, 1605 to Present,” Government of Canada, 
accessed 21 January 2017, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/98-187-x/4151287-eng.htm.; U.S. 
Census Bureau, “Statistical Abstract of the United States,” accessed 21 January 2017, 
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1959/compendia/statab/80ed.htmlof the United 
States,” https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1959/compendia/statab/80ed.html.  

https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1959/compendia/statab/80ed.html
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 The goal to create and maintain Canadian socioeconomic stability largely 

depended on its relationship with the United States. This was difficult due to the 

power that the United States had internationally, and Canadians were scared to 

anger American policy makers. In 1969 Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau addressed 

the power imbalance between nations in Washington, D.C., stating “Living next to 

[the US] is in some ways like sleeping with an elephant. No matter how friendly 

and even-tempered is the beast, if I can call it that, one is affected by every 

twitch and grunt.”17 Trudeau’s statement summarized the fears and frustrations 

many Canadians had towards their southern neighbors. 

 Even though Canada and the United States share borders, Canadian 

identity developed within a framework that intentionally positioned Canada as far 

removed from American culture as possible. Historian Murray Smith argues that 

Canadian nationalism was not only inspired by its British prototype but also by 

“anti-imperialist struggles in the colonial and semi-colonial "Third World."18 In 

other words socialist ideologies that encompassed anti-imperialist and self-

determinist principles popularized in the so-called “Third World” heavily 

influenced political activism within the Canadian Left during the 1960s and 70s.19 

They also rejected imperial dependency and dug deeper into socialism and other 

                                                

17 Jayantha Dhanapala, “Canada’s Role in Arms Control and Disarmament,” in Canada Among 
Nations: 2009-2010 As Others See Us, edited by Fen Hampson and Paul Heinbecker (Montreal: 
McGill Queen’s University Press, 2014) 321. 

18 Murray Smith, “The National Question: Political Economy and the Canadian Working Class - 
Marxism or Nationalist Reformism?,” Labour/Le Travail 46 (Fall, 2000): 350. 

19 Canadian nationalism emanated from all political and social facets throughout Canada, not just 
the left. But for the purposes of this project, I focus solely on the left. See Murray Smith, “The 
National Question,” 350. 
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forms of activism on the political left through attempts to transcend their 

American competitor.20 The only significant base of Canadian identity seemed to 

be the fact that it was not the United States. Thus, when American women 

declared Canada as an extension of American sociopolitical systems during the 

VIWC, Canadian women felt that this demonstrated a fundamental lack of 

respect for Canadian identity. In particular it flew in the face of Canadian 

nationalism on the left. 

 Canadian women who organized and participated in the VIWC had to 

constantly educate American women about the sociopolitical climate in Canada. 

On more than one occasion, American women expressed disdain for Canada’s 

political policies, which they believed to be an extension of “President Nixon’s 

agenda.”21 They failed to see how this might be a reflection of American 

imperialism, and pressure from the United Stated to control and manipulate 

Canadian resources and capital.22 Canada had its own political, social, and 

cultural turmoil independent from the United States, and Canadian delegates and 

organizers were upset that American women did not acknowledge Canadian 

sovereignty, responding with hostility during the VIWC as a result. In other words, 

American women's liberationists opposed imperialism in Vietnam but according 

to Canadian women, American women were blind to American imperialism in 

                                                

20 Ian McKay, The Liberal Order Framework: A Prospectus for a Reconnaissance of Canadian 
History,” The Canadian Historical Review 81, no. 4 (December, 2000): 634. 

21 Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016. 

22 “Minutes of Portland, Oregon Meeting,” by the Conference Planning Committee, 6-7 February 
1971, p. 1-3, Anne Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University 
Archives.  



40 

Canada. They were unable to see that their American-centrism and privileging of 

US political views and practices were a form of imperialism on Canadian soil.  

 

Guns, Firearms, and Violence: American Issues on Canadian Soil 

 American attendees of the VIWC demanded that they be provided with 

security and firearms. This was because American feminist activists experienced 

different kinds of sexism, racism, and oppression than those in Canada. In the 

United States political harassment and violence were a common experience for 

white women and women of colour within and outside of their political 

organizations.23 The Pro-War Movement for example, was widespread 

throughout the United States, and anti-Vietnamese sentiments increased as well 

as harassment of anti-Vietnam War protestors and Asian women.24 One 

TWWA/East Wind member said that she was harassed by two men in the military 

at L.A.X., who asked her if she had “a slanted cunt.”25 Violence and harassment 

were common experiences for American delegates of the VIWC, however these 

experiences did not register with Canadian women.  Marsha Ablowitz stated, 

“There was nobody [at the VIWC] that was anti-Vietnam or anything like that. We 

didn’t have a ‘Kill the Vietnamese’ type group demonstrating or anything like that, 

                                                

23 Laura Pulido, Black, Brown, Yellow, and Left: Radical Activism in Los Angeles (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2006) 63, 64, 187-194, 227, 228. 

24  The Pro-War movement was a response to anti-war sentiment throughout the United States. 
They demonstrated, held blood-drives, and advocated for Conservative ideologies and celebrated 
American “victories” during the Vietnam War. See, Sandra Scanlon, The Pro-war Movement: 
Domestic Support for the Vietnam War and the Making of Modern American Conservatism 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2013). 

25 Laura Pulido, Black, Brown, Yellow, and Left, 79-80, 133. 
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so there was no need for anybody to be guards.”26 Despite this fact, American 

delegates were wary of possible danger and were unrelenting in their demands 

for armed security.  

 Canadian women thought these demands were the result of American 

paranoia and imperialism. Unlike in Canada, gun culture in the United States had 

flourished since the American Constitution had been amended in 1791. Security 

of the State via gun ownership had been written into American law, and this was 

reflected in the development of American cultural identity. Historian Michael 

Bellesiles argues that enthusiasm for gun ownership increased substantially after 

the American Civil War, and that most white American men possessed firearms 

by 1865.27 Gun ownership became synonymous with American identity, and 

American women’s liberationists were not necessarily aware that Canada had 

different attitudes towards firearms.  

 To negotiate American demands for firearms and security details, a 

meeting was held between Black Panthers, American women’s liberationists, and 

three members of the Conference Planning Committee (CPC) in Vancouver one 

week before the VIWC.28 American women argued that guns were necessary to 

                                                

26 Marsha Ablowitz, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, July 2016. 

27 Michael A. Bellesiles, "The Origins of Gun Culture in the United States, 1760-1865,” Journal of 
American History 83, no. 2 (1996): 426, 452, 453. 

28 I am not at liberty to discuss the exact location of the meeting, the name of the home owner, 
nor her role in the VIWC at the request of my interviewees. See, Marsha Ablowitz, interview with 
the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, July 2016; Margo Dunn, interview by the author, 
Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016.  
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protect both women of colour and the Indochinese guests.29 In the end there was 

no resolution, and the American women stormed out of the meeting. The CPC 

did not know how to acquire enough guns or ammunition to outfit an entire 

security team, and American women did not understand why. Marsha Ablowitz 

explains: 

They were in a completely different space those women. We thought they were 
being paranoid. But…I understand it [now]. [The government and police] were 
killing them. They were paranoid for a good reason, but it wasn’t too valid here, but 
it wasn’t that it wasn’t a valid issue…Our issue was the Vietnam War, and napalm 
bombing people…We wanted to publicize that. And they had other agendas. 
Which was valid, we just hadn’t thought of them [as part of a Canadian issue].30 

While there was systemic racism against people of colour in Canada, many local 

women’s liberationists thought that the acquisition of guns was an extreme 

reaction to thwart racism and was disrespectful of Canadian customs. American 

women thought attending the VIWC posed a significant threat to themselves and 

the Indochinese delegates, and the Canadian response was insufficient. This 

lack of understanding on both sides reflects the social, cultural, and political 

disconnect between American and Canadian women.  

 Even if Canadian organizers had felt more comfortable with the idea of 

armed security, Canadian gun laws would have made it difficult for Vancouver 

women to acquire guns and ammunition. In 1969, Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau 

passed gun control measures that changed the legal age to purchase guns, 

                                                

29Marsha Ablowitz, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, July 2016; Margo 
Dunn, interview by the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016.   

30 I chose to use a block quote because I wanted to ensure that Marsha’s experience was fully 
articulated and representative of her voice. See, Marsha Ablowitz, interview with the author, 
Vancouver, British Columbia, July 2016.  
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banned the sale of firearms to those deemed of an “unsound mind,” prohibited 

convicted offenders from carrying or possessing a firearm, and created gun 

classifications “prohibited,” “restricted,” and “unrestricted.”31 Even though hunting 

rifles could be purchased at department stores across Canada in 1971, they 

were expensive, and were not the semi-automatic firearms requested by Black 

Panther women. While some Canadian women did have access to prohibited 

and restricted guns via the ‘black market,’ the process to obtain such contraband 

was time consuming, expensive, and risky as many women’s liberationists were 

under surveillance by the RCMP and the FBI.32 The gun issue was dropped by 

American women; however, the Third World Women decided that “delegates 

themselves would take on the responsibility for the safety [of] the Indochinese 

friend with no dependency on the Vancouver or national Canadian pig forces.”33  

 The Indochinese Conference Planning Committee reluctantly agreed to 

the TWWA and Black Panther request to be responsible for a security checkpoint 

where they would conduct body searches for weapons, hidden recording devices 

and the like on incoming attendees of the conference.34 VIWC delegates and 

                                                

31 R. Blake Brown, Arming and Disarming: A History of Gun Control in Canada (Toronto: 
Osgoode Society for Canadian Legal History, 2012) 165-166. 

32 For a comprehensive analysis of women’s liberation groups under surveillance in Canada see, 
Christabelle Sethna 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): 475-476. 

33 “General Information for all Third World Delegates,” p. 1-2, Anne Roberts Women’s Movement 
Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives; Marsha Ablowitz, interview by the author, 
Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016.  

34 The conference planning committee agreed as an attempt by white women to acknowledge the 
wishes of women of colour as important voices in the anti-war solidarity movement, even if they 
felt it was excessive. This was also due to the fact that many of these political activists had been 
intimidated, jailed, and even had counterparts murdered for their actions in the United States. See 
Marsha Ablowitz, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, July 2016; Margo Dunn, 
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organizers such as Margo Dunn, Marsha Ablowitz, and Anne Roberts thought 

that these measures were excessive, however the Black Panthers and TWWA 

insisted their demands be met.35 Organizers reluctantly agreed because they 

wanted to respect the wishes of women of colour, and during the first few days of 

the VIWC, all attendees were questioned, had their bodies searched, and went 

through metal detecting screenings. 

 Many women were visibly uncomfortable with was they saw as 

unnecessary and excessive security measures, and the Indochinese guests 

asked organizers to stop.36 The Black Panthers and TWWA were not happy and 

were reluctant to listen, however in the end they decided that the wishes of the 

Indochinese guests should be respected. The policing of women’s bodies by 

Black Panther women and TWWA was indicative of an imperialist mentality 

because they could not see outside of the American milieu. Even when Canadian 

and Indochinese women were noticeably uncomfortable, American women still 

insisted that safety and security had to be ensured through a militarized regime. 

This was ironic because the VIWC was a conference organized around peace 

and the dismantling of imperialism – something that American women’s actions, 

at times, contradicted. 

                                                
interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016; Anne Roberts, interview with 
the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, November 2015. 

35 Marsha Ablowitz, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, July 2016; Margo 
Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016. 

36 Marsha Ablowitz, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, July 2016; Margo 
Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016; Anne Roberts, interview 
with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, November 2015.  



45 

 This does not mean that American women were overly sensitive or 

paranoid. On the contrary, as historian Judy Tzu-Chun Wu argues, American 

women of colour experienced racial profiling and surveillance on their way to the 

Conference after they crossed the border.37 On a visit to Chinatown TWWA 

delegates were charged for jaywalking, and were sometimes followed there 

(although by whom is unclear).38 There were also agent provocateurs in 

attendance – some suspected to be conference organizers – and women of 

colour were worried they would be targeted.39 Indeed, RCMP files show that 

women’s liberationists and the Vancouver Women’s Caucus had been under 

RCMP surveillance since 1969, and agents infiltrated the VIWC as delegates 

(and possibly as an organizer).40 The concerns of women of colour’s safety were 

valid; however, like most others, Canadian women were not aware that the 

RCMP and FBI shared intelligence information.41 Nonetheless, the first days of 

security measures were clearly futile against agent provocateurs and the risk of 

bodily harm was not significant enough in the eyes of most women to warrant 

excessive use of search or force. Certainly, the possession of firearms would 

                                                

37 Judy Wu, Radicals on the Road, 227. 

38 Ibid, 227-228. 

39 I am unable to say who the main suspects were at the request of my narrators. See, Marsha 
Ablowitz, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, July 2016; Margo Dunn, 
interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016; Steve Hewitt, Spying 101: The 
RCMP’s Secret Activities at Canadian Universities, 1917-1997 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2002) 188; Judy Wu, Radicals on the Road, 227 – 228. 

40 Christabelle Sethna and Steve Hewitt, “Clandestine Operations,” 474-476. 

41 For an in-depth analysis on the relationship between the FBI and RCMP, and what kind of 
intelligence was shared and why see, Steve Hewitt, Spying 101, 160-162. 
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have done little to protect women of colour and white women’s liberationists, and 

may have even escalated potential situations.   

 The demand for guns and ammunition was seen as American imperialism 

on Canadian soil. Canadian women criticized what they saw as excessive and 

abusive security detailing, such as rough pat downs and unfriendly posturing, 

and demanded that American women lessen their militancy.42 American women 

ignored how their dedication to security and safety actually made many Canadian 

women feel unsafe. Canadian women saw this as representative of the larger 

issue at hand: that Americans were ignorant of their role as imperial powers in 

Canada, thus making sisterhood between groups impossible. 

 The failure to grasp the linguistic, cultural, and social issues that were 

important to anti-oppressive organizations within Canada shows that Americans 

mobilized around oppression differently.43 Issues around French language, 

labour history, Indigenous activism, and anti-Americanism created a distinct 

social milieu that was ignored and rejected by American women. Canadian 

women, in turn, saw this as a form of American imperialism imposed on them.  

 Experiencing imperialist attitudes and behaviours was not limited to just 

white women’s liberationists; Canadian women of colour experienced imperialism 

                                                

42 Marsha Ablowitz, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, July 2016; Margo 
Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016; Anne Roberts, interview 
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43 The narrators I interviewed about the VIWC, as well as primary source material use imperialist 
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from American women too. While many women of colour living in diaspora could 

not participate in systemic imperialist structures, some American women of 

colour behaved in an imperial manner toward their Canadian counterparts. For 

example, the US-based TWWA criticized the VIWC Organizing Committee for 

failing to include a large number of Canadian women of colour in the planning 

process.  

 Save for only a few individuals, Canadian organizers of the VIWC were 

overwhelmingly white.44 This criticism was valid, and reflected the legitimate 

critiques of women’s liberation as a whole. However, the TWWA failed to 

recognize that women of colour within Canada did not necessarily understand 

their experience of racialized oppression within an American framework. 

Racialized women in Canada were subject to American imperialism like their 

white counterparts. Thus, Canadian women of colour’s refusal to be included as 

delegates of the TWWA complicated racial and ethnic solidarity. 

 The TWWA did not understand how their status as Americans would make 

them outsiders and that some women of colour in Canada refused to mobilize 

around a transnational racial solidarity. The TWWA essentialized race as a 

universal structure, not understanding that it might hold different meanings and 

be experienced differently depending on geography. After consulting with several 

groups of Indigenous, Black, and Asian women in Vancouver, Canadian 

                                                

44 There were several women of colour, specifically, Angie Dennis, an Indigenous women on the 
Conference Planning Committee. She was a well-known feminist activist within the Vancouver 
Women’s Caucus and within Indigenous activists groups. The overwhelming majority of women, 
however, were indeed white. See Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British 
Columbia, May 2016. 



48 

organizers wrote a statement in response to the TWWA’s criticisms on lack of 

Canadian POC visibility: 

A group of native and black people met in Vancouver this week and came to these 
conclusions: 1) there is no third world group in Vancouver. They do not consider 
themselves third world - they are native women, black women, Chinese women, 
etc. 2) Right now, they see their priority as working within their own communities. 
3) They have seen the conference as imposed upon them by white Canadian and 
American women and by third world women in the US. Full communication with 
them from all groups is lacking 4) As individuals they wish to attend parts of the 
conference and as individuals they will help with some of the billeting.45 

While this memorandum was authorized mostly by white Canadian women, it 

demonstrates that women of colour, in Vancouver at least, did not embrace the 

racial and ethnic solidarity with the TWWA. This is not to say that women of 

colour in Canada did not experience sisterhood or participate in anti-imperialism 

efforts within a racialized identity. Rather, this statement and the lack of 

participation of women of colour in the conference shows a broader rejection of 

American-based racial identities and is further proof of the uniquely Canadian 

context. This lack of acknowledgement of the special circumstances of Canadian 

women of colour (and  their white counterparts) exacerbated tensions and fed 

perceptions that American women were perpetuating American imperialism in 

Canada.   

She Named it Canada: Evidence of American Imperialism in Canada  

 Members of the Corrective Collective (CC), an intellectual writing group 

and offshoot of the Vancouver Women’s Caucus, decided to compile a critical 

and radical colonial history of Canada for American VIWC delegates called She 

                                                

45 “The Indochinese Conference Committee: Memorandum,” 12 March 1971, p. 2, Anne Roberts 
Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 
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Named it Canada because That’s What it was Called (SNIC).46 Published by 

Press Gang just before the conference in 1971, its purpose was to educate 

American women about the history of Canada and ensure they knew that “they 

were in another country.”47 Canadian organizers thought this would be a 

welcome tool for dismantling American imperialism not just across the Pacific, 

but within Canada.48 At the time of SNIC’s release Canadian women’s history 

was relatively unknown, and the collective focused on women’s roles, labour, and 

resistance throughout Canadian history.49  

 

Figure 1 The Corrective Collective, She Named it Canada because That’s 
What it was Called (Vancouver: Press Gang, 1971) 

                                                

46 Cathy Walker, interview with the author, Surrey, British Columbia, July 2016 

47 Frances Wasserlein interviewed Andrea Lebowitz, a contributor to the Collective who was an 
active member of the Vancouver Women’s Caucus and involved in nationalist and anti-imperialist 
politics. See Frances Wasserlein, “An Arrow Aimed at the Heart,” 32. 

48 Cathy Walker, interview with the author, Surrey, British Columbia, July 2016. 

49 There hadn’t been a committee on Canadian women’s history until 1975, when the Canadian 
Committee on Women’s History was founded. See Franca Iacovetta, “Gendering Trans/National 
Historiographies: Feminists Rewriting Canadian History,” Journal of Women's History 19, no. 1 
(Spring 2007) 206; Joan Sangster, “Contextualizing She Named it Canada,” The Graphic History 
Collective (March 8, 2016): http://graphichistorycollective.com/news/she-named-it-canada-
news/contextualizing-named-canada-joan-sangster.  

http://graphichistorycollective.com/news/she-named-it-canada-news/contextualizing-named-canada-joan-sangster
http://graphichistorycollective.com/news/she-named-it-canada-news/contextualizing-named-canada-joan-sangster
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 CC members Karen Cameron, Colette French, Andrea Lebowitz, Barbara 

Todd, Cathy Walker, Dodie Weppler, Marge Hollibaugh, and Pat Hoffer had also 

experienced their own frustrations with American women, as some of them were 

involved with the planning of the VIWC.50 They thought that the distribution of a 

graphic magazine on the history of Canada would educate American attendees 

of the VIWC about their roles as imperialists in Canada.51 SNIC contributor Pat 

Davitt stated that 

[American VIWC delegates had a] remarkably deficient understanding of Canada 
as a separate country (from the US) with a separate history quite different than 
their own, and with all that those differences mean – different money, a border with 
border guards that you have to plan for (as  in hiding any subversive, i.e. political 
materials) etc. SNIC was intended to give them a slightly better understanding of 
their wonderful neighbour to  the north.52 

As Davitt noted, Canadian women were upset and even hostile towards 

Americans for what they saw as ignorance and disrespect for Canadian 

sovereignty. Canadian women’s liberationists were critical of their own 

nationalism, however long-standing tensions with the United States reinforced 

their Canadian identity. 

 Cathy Walker observed how many Canadians “were really into the 

national struggle at the time” and noted that the struggle to assert one’s identity 

was “yet another fight against US imperialism… there’s the belly of the monster 

                                                

50 Cathy Walker, interview with the author, Surrey, British Columbia, July 2016. 

51 Andrea Lebowitz, a founding member of the Vancouver Women’s Caucus, Abortion Caravan 
supporter, and member of the Corrective Collective was interviewed by Frances Wasserlein on 
her role in the VWC. She made this statement to Wasserlain about She Named it Canada and 
why they created the document. See Frances Wasserlein, “’An Arrow Aimed at the Heart.’” 32. 

52 Patt Davitt, “An Interview with Corrective Collective Member Pat Davitt,” The Graphic History 
Collective (March 8, 2016): http://graphichistorycollective.com/news/she-named-it-canada-
news/interview-corrective-collective-member-pat-davitt.  

http://graphichistorycollective.com/news/she-named-it-canada-news/interview-corrective-collective-member-pat-davitt
http://graphichistorycollective.com/news/she-named-it-canada-news/interview-corrective-collective-member-pat-davitt
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right next door to us and we need to do something decidedly different in 

Canada.53 The stranglehold that the American government had on foreign policy 

and trade within Canada was not lost on women’s liberationists, and the country 

as a whole. The United States held immense economic and political power over 

Canada, and SNIC showed that the fight against American imperialism was not 

just an Indochinese issue, but a Canadian issue. Thus, SNIC showed one of the 

greatest anxieties that Canadian women had during the VIWC: that American 

imperialism would not be dismantled without American women acknowledging 

their imperialistic attitudes and behaviours towards their Canadian sisters. 

 Collective members decided that SNIC would need a “progressive 

perspective” for both American and Canadian readers.54 To start, the collective 

opened on page one by acknowledging Indigenous people as the original 

inhabitants of Canada and the first resisters to colonialism and imperialism. 

However, they intentionally did not provide any First Nations history, stating that 

the “history of the native people was omitted at their request. This omission in no 

way suggests that we are unaware of the crucial importance of their history on 

this continent.”55 Women’s liberation groups in Vancouver had connections with 

                                                

53 Cathy Walker, interview with the author, Surrey, British Columbia, July 2016. 

54 Cathy Walker, interview with the author, Surrey, British Columbia, July 2016; Cathy Walker, “An 
interview with Corrective Collective member Cathy Walker,” The Graphic History Collective 
(March 8, 2016):http://graphichistorycollective.com/news/she-named-it-canada-news/interview-
corrective-collective-member-cathy-walker. 

55 The Corrective Collective, She Named it Canada: Because that’s what it was Called (Press 
Gang: Vancouver, 1971) 15-21.  

http://graphichistorycollective.com/news/she-named-it-canada-news/interview-corrective-collective-member-cathy-walker
http://graphichistorycollective.com/news/she-named-it-canada-news/interview-corrective-collective-member-cathy-walker
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First Nations women’s groups and people, and were committed to anti-colonial 

history through respecting the wishes of Indigenous women within their networks. 

 Shifting colonial powers – first the French and English, and later, the 

United States, were critiqued using labour, socialist, and Marxist historical 

lenses. Throughout the graphic history iterations of successful labour resistance 

were ubiquitous, reflecting the activism at the time. White settlers were 

continuously referred to as “workers” and a major focus of SNIC was their 

resistance to exploitation, capitalism, and religion. For example, the collective 

focuses on the 1837-1838 Rebellion where the French in Lower Canada resisted 

British colonial powers through armed conflict, and the subsequent hanging and 

deportation of French combatants.56 SNIC’s focus on French resistance to Anglo 

Canada was meant to be an inspiration to Canadian activists and educate 

American women. By arguing that the French had been colonized by the English 

in Canada, the collective intended to show that dismantling imperialism had a 

strong history in Canada.   

 American imperialism was heavily criticized in the document. The CC 

argued that Canada had always been under the thumb of imperialism: first 

through colonization by France and England, and then by the United States. 

They stated that “Canada was always a profit maker for someone else…although 

that it might appear that [Canada] had simply gone from being a colony of Britain 

to a colony of the United States there was really more to it than a slight 

                                                

56 The Corrective Collective, She Named it Canada, 19-21. 
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managerial shift.”57 Showing how capitalism became entwined with the American 

constitution, they argued that both capitalism and American imperialism were 

linked to the distortion and domination over Canada’s economic, social, cultural, 

and political growth.58 It was a complex history that explored the differences in 

the development of Canada compared to the United States which the CC hoped 

would dismantle the imperialist attitudes and behaviours that had been 

manifested by American women during the planning of the VIWC. 

 Drawing on the rhetoric of American expansionism via imperialism, the 

collective drew on previous American wars as examples in SNIC to show how 

Canadians had been resisting American imperialism long before their 

Indochinese sisters. Starting with the British Loyalists fleeing the United States 

after the Declaration of Independence in 1776, the CC described the refugees as 

the first “draft dodgers” welcomed to Canada.59 This is where, according to the 

authors, Canadians got their first experience of American entitlement, 

chauvinism, and imperialism on Canadian soil. The authors state that, 

“These ‘loyalists’ came to Canada, where they were met by the American  War 
Resisters Committee who helped them be landed immigrants…In fact the loyalists 
took most of the land… They also took what land the Acadians had left. The 
Loyalists introduced the black population to  Canada (through slavery)…and the 
loyalist wives came too. (tho [sic] slavery wasn’t new to Canada).”60  

Here, the authors squared stealing land, the displacement of Acadians, and the 

transport of slaves on the shoulders of the original draft-dodgers – the Loyalists. 

                                                

57 Ibid, 68-69. 

58 Ibid, 69-70. 

59 Ibid, 11. 

60 Ibid, 11. 
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Clearly, anxieties around the importation of American entitlement, culture, and 

displacement via American draft-dodgers during the long sixties were prevalent 

amongst Canadian feminists. This kind of reasoning and historical interpretation 

ignores the roots of British imperialism and reflects how eager these Canadian 

women were to jump to a preformed conclusion about American imperialism as 

the main source of Canadian disenfranchisement. 

      

Figure 2 The Corrective Collective, She Named it Canada because That’s 
What it was Called (Vancouver: Press Gang Publishers, 1971) 11. 

 Continuing with the War of 1812, SNIC included a quote from Henry Clay, 

an American House Representative, who declared war on Canada. He stated 

that, “We have the Canadas as much under our command as Great Britain has 

the seas. The conquest of Canada is within [American] power….I believe that the 

militia of Kentucky are alone competent to place Montreal and Upper Canada at 
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[America’s] feet.”61 Here, the collective attempted to show how Canada had 

always tried to resist American expansionism – often unsuccessfully -- and under 

imperialist threat.  

 The authors of SNIC were quick to remind Americans that the very 

drawing of the border was done in favour of American interests (they were also 

quick to remind them that “Yes folks, there’s a border…”).62 Canada’s economic 

woes, exploitation, and suffering were the result of how North America was 

divided both geographically and politically. Canada was at the mercy of the 

United States, leaving “Canadian workers with little to do but cut down trees for 

the Americans. This is mostly what they are still doing today.”63 SNIC meant to 

show the hypocrisy of American anti-imperialists. If American feminists were so 

concerned with the dismantling of imperialism and the Vietnam War, then how 

could they continue to ignore the plight of Canadians in the geo-political and 

socioeconomic context of North America? 

 In the discussion about economic domination, SNIC blamed the United 

States for the disastrous effects of the Great Depression in Canada. Because 

Canada “was a hinterland of the United States [and Canada’s] economy was 

(and is) heavily dependent on the US,” once the value of Canadian-produced 

staples such as agriculture products sharply declined at the beginning of the 

American Depression, Canada’s economy soon followed.64 In fact, the collective 

                                                

61 Ibid, 14. 

62 Ibid, 25. 

63 Ibid, 25. 

64 Ibid, 58. 
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argued that the Depression in Canada was “felt first and hardest” because they 

were the major producers of the commodities that lost all value.65 Economic 

stability and survival had been destroyed by Canada’s dependency on the United 

States, and the fallout of the Depression increased this reliance. Once Prime 

Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King lowered US tariffs on production, Canada 

became “an economic colony of the US rather than Britain.”66 

 By the end of the First World War, America surpassed Europe as the 

worldwide economic powerhouse.  Inter-and post-war resentments towards 

Americans increased in Canada. Even though Canada was the only nation that 

didn’t have a debt to the United States after World War II, the collective argued 

this “was hardly a measure of our independence. We were rapidly becoming an 

economic and political satellite of the US, yet the threat was subtle, and it was 

not in our immediate economic interest to resist.”67 Post-World War II, the power 

that the United States wielded over Canada was inescapable. Canada, according 

to SNIC, was officially an imperial colony of the United States. This positioned 

Canada at the mercy of the United States, harkening back to Trudeau’s speech 

about sleeping next to an elephant. Many Canadian organizers of the VIWC felt 

that Canada was at a disadvantage, and tensions rose as demands from 

American participants increased. SNIC reflects these Canadian anxieties and 

hostilities towards Americans.  

                                                

65 Ibid, 58. 

66 Italicized emphasis mine. See Ibid, 60. 

67 Ibid, 68. 
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 Despite its entertaining format, SNIC did little to change the mental 

landscape of American delegates. There was no American acknowledgment of 

their role as imperialists in Canada, and there is no evidence in the record that 

American women engaged with nor read SNIC. Arguably, the goal of the 

conference was not to mediate issues between American and Canadian women, 

but rather to facilitate discussion of strategies of resistance between North 

American and Indochinese women. Nonetheless, the larger issue of imperialism 

was for some Canadian women just as damaging as that in Vietnam.  

 Canadian feminists questioned how American women could dismantle 

their own country’s imperialism while willfully ignoring the historical and social 

milieu of a country over which they had great power and influence.68 Canadian 

women were resentful that their country continued to be “just another part of the 

USA where draft dodgers can be safe.”69 SNIC highlighted these tensions in an 

attempt to educate their American sisters on their roles as colonizers in Canada, 

and it was important for developing sisterhood between Canadian women around 

the issue of national identity. It was clear, however, that American women were 

not interested in addressing these tensions, which finally boiled over at the 

VIWC. 

                                                

68 Marsha Ablowitz, interview by the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, July 2016. 

69 Anti-American attitudes can be seen in published articles from The Georgia Straight, 
“Occupation,” Vancouver, British Columbia, April 8 – 13 1971, p.17. 
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Figure 3 The Corrective Collective, She Named it Canada because That’s 
What it was Called (Vancouver: Press Gang Publishers, 1971), 71. 

 

Anti-Americanism and Conflict at the VIWC 

 Anti-American resentment exploded during the women’s liberation 

meetings on day three and four of the VIWC. Canadian attendees felt that they 
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were being treated as “janitors” and that the structure of the Conference reflected 

the needs of Americans and ignored Canadian issues.70 In a personal report on 

the VIWC, Kathleen Gough argued that, 

“…most Canadian delegate shared a sense that, in their ardor to claim 
identification with the Indochinese, many US delegates forgot that they were 
guests in a foreign country. Phrases like ‘welcome to our country’  and ‘in this 
country we…’ grated on Canadians, who [were] becomingly increasingly alert to 
US imperialism in Canada.”71 

Canadian women were fed up with American attitudes and became increasingly 

hostile. As Margo Dunn noted, some Canadian delegates had “just had it with 

women, American women, talking about ‘here in our country,’ and [Canada’s] 

president. It’s just they had no concept that they were in another sovereign 

nation, it was unbelievable how ignorant they were.”72 What seemed most 

troubling to Canadian delegates was the possessive language and rhetoric used 

by American women, as if they did not understand that Canada was its own 

sovereign nation with a different political and electoral system than that of the 

United States, treating Canada as if it were an imperial territory of the United 

States. 

 Margo Dunn went on to say, “I think well…they didn’t understand us, and 

we didn’t understand them either. I think we had more of a chance to, because 

so much of our media and our publications were from the United States.”73 Due 

                                                

70 The Georgia Straight, “Curses,” Vancouver, British Columbia, April 8 – 13 1971, p.17.  

71 Kathleen Gough, “An Indochinese Conference in Vancouver,” May 1970, p. 32, Anne Roberts 
Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 

72 Margo Dunn, interview by the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016. 

73 Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016.  
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to the power dynamics between the two countries, Canadian and American 

women had different views about the goals of the conference as well as 

sisterhood in general. Canadian women understood the differences between 

their views and Americans’ as stemming from Canadian experiences of American 

imperial oppression. For Canadians, anti-imperialism and solidarity could only 

start from an acknowledgement and redress of this American imperialism in 

Canada. For their part, the Americans believed that the conference should focus 

on the wants and needs of Indochinese women, not the feelings of Canadians.74 

Nonetheless, some Canadian women were very hurt and upset by the way they 

were treated by American delegates, and it negatively impacted their 

experiences at the conference. 

 In an attempt to diffuse building resentment, Canadian organizers called a 

meeting during the last day of the women’s liberation portion of the conference. A 

group of American delegates met with Canadian women to discuss problematic 

attitudes and lack of mutual understanding that many felt permeated the 

conference atmosphere. After several hours of discussion with no resolution 

made, five members of the Canadian Union of Rabid and Senseless Extremists 

(CURSE), a guerilla activist theatre group, burst into the meeting room. Their 

intention was to disrupt and protest against American women. They were told to 

leave, but the women from CURSE refused. After verbal threats did not deter 

                                                

74 “The Indochinese Conference Committee: Memorandum,” 12 March 1971, p. 2, Anne Roberts 
Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 
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CURSE, American women physically attacked the group which included a 

pregnant woman, and started to beat them with their hands.75 

 The physical fighting came to a halt, but the rogue demonstrators 

continued to protest verbally and refused to leave until they were heard. 

Reluctantly, women within the meeting allowed them to speak. CURSE vented 

their frustrations and critiques of broader issues, such as oppression by the 

police, referred to as “pigs,” and what they perceived as oppression by the 

American women at the conference. The majority of their grievances stemmed 

from the fact that only 30 Canadian delegates were permitted to attend the 

conference, whereas over 400 delegates were from the United States.76 They 

were also upset that American women were treating Canada as if it was simply a 

territory of the United States.77 These attitudes aggravated tensions between 

groups and affected the overall flow of the conference. 

 The general sentiment after the conference was paradoxical. On the one 

hand, there was hope and inspiration from listening to the stories of the 

Indochinese women, but on the other there was increased hostility between 

North American activists. Although women found the conference to be a useful 

political experience, group dynamics within the VIWC caused people to 

                                                

75 Margo Dunn states that the Canadian women from C.U.R.S.E. were attacked and beaten by 
the women in attendance from Los Angeles specifically. This corroborates with the article about 
the demonstration in the Georgia Straight. See, Margo Dunn, interview with the author, 
Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016; The Georgia Straight, “Curses,” Vancouver, British 
Columbia, April 8 – 13 1971, p.17.  

76 The Georgia Straight, “Curses,” p.17.  

77 Ibid. 
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fundamentally question the notion of group identity and belonging.  In an article 

from the Georgia Straight on the aftermath of the conference, VIWC organizers 

Anne Roberts and Liz Breimberg wrote: 

WHO IS THE REAL ENEMY? Many of us had hoped that…the Women’s 
Liberation members would work well together. The movement showed that in 
reality it is deeply divided; that there are no common politics within it; that there is 
no common understanding about leadership and organization.78           

This lack of unity reflected the diverse and fractured nature of not only the 

women’s liberation movement, but also the women’s peace movement. The 

VIWC typified trends existing in the women’s movement at the time, making it a 

useful window into the contested nature of second-wave feminism. The 

conference also shows that although in proximity, the exchange of feminist 

ideologies across borders were sifted through nationhood. 

 Overall, the VIWC occurred during a time of major social, political, and 

cultural reform within Canada. In this rapidly shifting political and social climate, a 

Canadian identity emerged that often positioned itself as different and separate 

from the United States. Especially within the anti-nuclear and anti-war 

movement, many Canadian activists fought back against American cultural and 

political encroachments, and this was evident in the VIWC.79 Many Canadian 

women who organized and participated in the VIWC felt that American 

                                                

78 Anne Roberts and Liz Breimberg, “Factions Rather Than Unity,” The Georgia Straight, 
Vancouver, British Columbia, April 16-20, 5. 

79 As historian Shannon Stettner notes, the women who participated in the abortion caravan held 
radical socialist views, in their early twenties, often educated, and were a part of several, often 
mixed-gendered leftist organizations.  Some of these women, averaging an age of twenty years 
old, were in charge of organizing various parts of the VIWC. See Shannon Stettner, "“We Are 
Forced to Declare War”: Linkages Between the 1970 Abortion Caravan and Women’s Anti-
Vietnam War Activism," Histoire Sociale/Social history 46, no. 92 (2013): 426. 
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imperialism was apparent not only across the Pacific, but within Canada as well.  

Some Canadians felt that American anti-war activists were self-serving and 

ignorant in their role as imperialists within Canada. The source SNIC provides 

substantial evidence of Canadian feminists’ anxieties around American 

imperialism, draft-dodgers, and the resentment Canadian women had towards 

American delegates at the VIWC. The call to a united sisterhood was impossible 

when one group was a colonizer of the other. 

 While the Canadian Women’s liberationists at the conference were 

generally critical of Canadian nationalism, during the planning and operation of 

the VIWC, these women embraced a nationalist identity when they experienced 

American imperialism from US attendees. Essentially, a sense of nation 

undergirded much of the conflict that manifest itself at the VIWC. Tensions 

around Canadian nationalism and American imperialism played out at the 

conference and undermined the conference goers’ best efforts to build a unified 

front against imperialism. Assumptions that Canadian women could be easily 

subsumed by American categories and priorities insulted VIWC organizers, who 

saw these American attitudes as imperialistic. Canadian delegates felt pressured 

by American compatriots to abandon their Canadian identity in the fight against 

imperialism. Ironically, American women did not understand that Canadians felt 

they too were at the mercy of US imperial control, and had been for a long time.  

 For Canadian women involved in the VIWC, this anti-imperial conference 

ironically reinforced the very ideology it was intended to fight. This was done at a 

moment in Canadian history when radical groups claimed anti-imperialist 
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language to validate their experiences of oppression and marginalization. The 

conflict over American imperialism thus reflected the zeitgeist of Canadian 

activism.  
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Chapter Two:  
 
Sisterhood Fails to Unite: Splintering at the 
Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference. 

 On March 31, 1971, Cyndia Cole met an out lesbian woman for the first 

time. She was one of seven women whom Cole was billeting during the 1971 

Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference (VIWC). Cole was surprised 

because the young woman looked nothing like what she thought a lesbian would 

look like. Cole was shocked and stunned because she had never met someone 

who had declared themselves a lesbian, and “she absolutely did not meet any of 

my expectations.”1 This meeting was a life-changing experience for Cole. Never 

before had she considered same-sex desire as a viable option for herself. Yet 

while billeting a lesbian VIWC delegate a deep awakening happened for Cole, 

and five years later she came out to herself and her peers as a proud lesbian 

woman.2  

 Cole was one of six women I interviewed for this project – four of whom 

were lesbians. Only Ellen Woodsworth and Margo Dunn were “out” lesbians 

during the VIWC, while Marsha Ablowitz and Cole had yet to recognize same-sex 

desire as part of their sexual identity. By 1971 Woodsworth, Dunn, and Ablowitz 

were established activists within Vancouver Women’s Caucus and other socialist 

                                                

1 Cole said that, “the fact the first lesbian I met did not meet any of my expectations caused me to 
question my notion of what a lesbian looked like or acted like.” See Cyndia Cole, interview with 
the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, August 2016.  

2 Cyndia Cole, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, August 2016. 
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movements throughout Vancouver.3 Cole and had just arrived in 1970 with her 

husband, whom had served a year in federal military prison for refusing to 

continue military service and was an active war resister.4 Cole would later 

become an active member of the Vancouver Women’s Caucus and be the first 

Teaching Assistant for the department of Women’s Studies at SFU.  The 

testimony of these four women illuminates how sisterhood failed to forge bonds 

between lesbian and heterosexual women, but succeeded in helping lesbian 

feminists find each other and eventually form their own communities. Due to the 

resistance of lesbian women, heterosexual organizers and delegates were 

unsuccessful in barring lesbian ideologies and literature from the conference. 

Lesbians refused to be invisible and the VIWC became a turning point where 

lesbians left women’s liberation organizations and formed their own lesbian 

feminist communities.  

 In this chapter I show that the dream of a united sisterhood failed in 

Vancouver as it did elsewhere. The way women’s liberationists invoked 

“sisterhood” was rooted within a white middle-class ideology that masked barriers 

such as race and sexuality from feminist discourse. Splintering was a way for 

women to critique, protest, and confront the lack of intersecting and multiple 

identities within white liberal feminism while simultaneously fighting gender-

based sexist oppression. During the VIWC, lesbians and women of colour formed 

                                                

3 Marsha Ablowitz, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, August 2016; Margo 
Dunn, interview with the author, May 2016; Ellen Woodsworth, interview with the author, 
Vancouver, British Columbia, August 2016.  

4 Cyndia Cole, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, August 2016.  
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their own coalitions in response to the hostilities they experienced from white and 

heterosexual women. Thus, splintering occurred at the VIWC just like it did 

throughout the women’s movement. Scholars and women’s liberationist activists 

such as Bonnie Thornton Dill, Christine Bolt, bell hooks, and Helen Tate see this 

splintering as evidence of a sisterhood that failed because women could not 

eliminate barriers between them.5  While recognizing the contributions of these 

scholars and activists, I propose that we consider the ways in which splinter 

groups and conflict were in fact beneficial to the women’s movement in 

Vancouver and North America as a whole. 

 Aligning myself with historians such as Nancy Adamson, Linda Briskin, 

and Margaret McPhail, I argue that splinter groups were an unavoidable 

response to change.6 Diversification of women’s groups were necessary because 

the white, heterosexual, middle-class model of feminism could not possibly 

encompass the intricacies, nuances, and experiences of so many women of 

varying race, class, and sexual identities. The envisioned utopia of a problem-

free all-inclusive organization where all women were emancipated from their 

oppression was found by many to be all but impossible. Relationships between 

                                                

5 Christine Bolt, Sisterhood Questioned: Race, Class and Internationalism in the American and 
British Women's Movements c. 1880s - 1970s (London: Routledge 2004) 190; Bonnie T. Dill, 
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(Spring, 1983): 131, 148; bell hooks, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, 44; Helen Tate, 
“The Ideological Effects of a Failed Constitutive Rhetoric: The Co-option of the Rhetoric of White 
Lesbian Feminism,” Women’s Studies in Communication 28, no. 1 (2005): 1-2. 

6Nancy Adamson, Linda Briskin, and Margaret McPhail, Feminist Organizing for Change: The 
Contemporary Women's Movement in Canada (Don Mills: Oxford University Press Canada, 
1988) 61-62. 
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women and women’s groups did not have to be amicable or “nice” to achieve 

lasting effects.  

 As San Francisco radical feminists Ruth Glass and Margie Stamberg 

argue, “Niceness between women in Women’s Liberation meetings is still 

considered legitimate, proper and desirable…Niceness is counter-revolutionary 

when it prevents struggle within the group. Being nice is a declaration that the 

status quo is adequate.”7 In other words, demanding niceness between people 

who are unequal in society is a way to maintain and perpetuate the privileged 

position of some within the women’s movement. Racialized and lesbian women 

were forced to create their own solidarity networks by being openly critical of, and 

separating themselves from, white heterosexual women. Thus, conflict and 

splintering were a part of the struggle against gender-based oppression because 

it allowed the different experiences of women to be addressed.  

 In response to conflict small groups of women formed around their 

nationality, race, and sexuality at the VIWC. This does not necessarily mean that 

the concept of sisterhood was a complete failure; the VIWC facilitated meeting 

spaces for women of colour and lesbians to meet, some for the first time. In this 

chapter I explore race at the VIWC; however, the main focus will be on lesbian 

women, largely due to the experience of the narrators whom I interviewed for this 

project. The VIWC was an important moment for them because it was the first 

point of contact with other lesbians. This contributed to lesbian identity by 

                                                

7 Ruth Glass and Margie Stamberg, “Hating,” in Tooth and Nail, 16 September 1969 (Berkeley, 
California) 5. 



69 

developing a sense of community and belonging with other lesbians. The VIWC 

was a turning point from lesbian isolation to lesbian collectivism, which became a 

hallmark of the lesbian community in Vancouver. Due to their push for lesbian 

visibility at the VIWC, Margo Dunn and Ellen Woodsworth were able to meet 

other radical lesbian feminists, making them feel less alone and marginalized by 

women’s liberationists, and thus able to develop an international lesbian 

network.8 I will start with a discussion of the history of splintering in the women’s 

movement before turning our attention to the splintering which occurred within 

the VIWC.  

 Women’s liberation itself had stemmed from splitting: both from the Civil 

Rights Movement and the New Left. Women had tired of the racism and sexism 

within the Civil Rights and New Left groups, and as historian Benita Roth argues, 

it was through working within these movements that women gained the 

necessary skills to split from men and create their own organizations.9 Women 

grew tired of doing the “shit work,” of being relegated to such roles as “envelope 

stuffers and telephones, picketers, rather than the speechmakers, theoreticians, 

writers.” 10 As activist Charnie Guettel argued, “It was resisting chauvinist 

attitudes within left organizations ... that spurred the rebellion.”11 Although men 

                                                

8 Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016; Ellen 
Woodsworth, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, August 2016.  

9 Benita Roth, Separate Roads to Feminism, 64.  

10 Vancouver’s Abortion Caravaner Charnie Guettel was interview by Shannon Stettner in “We 
Are Forced to Declare War,” 429. 

11 Ibid, 428-429. 



70 

were not barred from initial women’s organizations, it was clear that women 

wanted to remove themselves from male-dominated leftist activism. 

 In the introduction of this thesis I traced the development of black 

feminism in the United States and how the women’s movement grew from early 

female black-centred organizations such as those that came from the Student 

Nonviolent Coordination Committee. Due to white women’s lack of understanding 

of internalized racism, among other issues, the women’s movement split along 

ethnic lines.12 Although early feminist anthologies, such as Sisterhood is 

Powerful, included women of colour, women’s liberation did not always include 

black perspectives or critical attitudes towards racism within their organizations. 

As Alice Echols argues, radical feminists agreed that gender “was the primary 

contradiction and that all other forms of social domination originated with male 

supremacy,” such as race and class.13 This clearly did not resonate with women 

of colour and as the women’s movement strengthened, black and white feminists 

found it difficult to maintain cohesion, and splinter groups formed from early 

alliances. 

 Splintering was widespread throughout women’s liberation. As the 

movement grew, so too did differences within established organisations. After the 

National Organization of Women (NOW) made it clear that men were welcome 

and lesbian feminists were not, radical women left and formed their own groups. 

Ti-Grace Atkinson for example, left NOW to form the October 17th Movement, 

                                                

12 Benita Roth, Separate Roads to Feminism; Judy Wu, Radicals on the Road. 

13 Alice Echols, Daring to Be Bad, 139. 
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which later became The Feminists in 1969.14 The Feminists argued that 

patriarchy was the root of women’s oppression, and that sexual promiscuity and 

marriage were counter-revolutionary.15 Radical feminists Shulamith Firestone 

and Pam Allen formed New York Radical Women (NYRW) in 1967 also as a 

response to discontent with liberal feminism, and argued that patriarchy was the 

root of sexism.16 Eventually this group split in 1969 and Firestone went on to form 

the Redstockings, which was exclusively for “militant radical feminists committed 

to action and consciousness raising.”17 These groups were the foundations of 

radical feminism in New York, which saw similar chapters and organizations 

spread throughout the United States. Eventually, these groups dissolved but as 

Alice Echols argues, even though radical feminism failed to “survive as a 

movement,” its effects were long lasting and memorable.18 

 Splintering was also a common phenomenon in Canada. In 1969 the 

Toronto Women’s Liberation Movement (TWLM) split due to disagreements 

about sexuality and the root of women’s oppression. The New Feminists 

emerged from the TWLM and their policies included the barring of male members 

and consciousness raising around lesbian feminism.19 Just like in Toronto, a 

                                                

14 Ibid, 139, 388. 
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group of “revolutionary communist women” in Vancouver broke from the 

Vancouver Women’s Caucus (VWC), citing its lack of radical politics and lack of 

attention to the plight of poor and racialized women as reasons for the split.20 

This was an important split because it was an attempt by white middle-class 

women to call out their sisters for being complacent to other oppressive systems 

of injustice beyond gender. 

Splintering was a means for women who disagreed with the status quo or 

were marginalized by race, class, and sexuality to voice their opinions and 

concerns. Power structures of inequity cannot be dismantled if they are not 

confronted from within. For example, after revolutionary communist women split 

from the VWC, the group was forced to confront their internalized homophobia 

and racism. The splinter group urged members of the VWC to “understand and 

collectively deal with the ways in which we are used to exploit our Native and 

Third World sisters.”21 In a commentary printed in The Georgia Straight following 

the CURSE demonstration, Conference organizer Anne Roberts condemned the 

protest as racist, inaccurate, and damaging to the feminist anti-war movement.22 

Thus, splinter groups in the women’s movement were significant in that they 

challenged white middle-class women to acknowledge the ways in which they 

were responsible for oppressing other women via race, class, and sexuality. 

                                                

20 Anonymous, “Everything They Say We are We Are,” The Vancouver Women’s Caucus fonds, 
Simon Fraser University Archives, 1970, p. 1-7. 

21 Anonymous, “Everything They Say We are We Are,” The Vancouver Women’s Caucus fonds, 
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There is no doubt that conflict and splintering destabilized and the 

women’s movement. The effects of a cohesive global sisterhood may have been 

more powerful than that of a divided one. But struggle, tension, and 

disagreements were widespread throughout women’s liberation, which 

demonstrates that women’s experiences were not unified. Clearly, groups found 

it necessary to insulate themselves from other women. Thus, while conflict is not 

necessarily entirely beneficial, women used it as a tool in social organizing. 

Factionalism created change and facilitated growth. Women retreated within their 

newly formed communities in order to build strength and empower each other 

from within. This was a painful process for many, but it created a necessary shift 

in feminist politics that demanded inclusion for a multitude of identities outside of 

gender.   

 

Splintering in the VIWC: Lesbians, Women of Colour, and White Women’s 

Liberationists 

 Before the advent of women’s liberation, lesbians had formed small 

gathering spaces of their own where certain kinds of communities grew. The 

butch and femme dynamic between lesbian women in the early 1950s and 60s 

played out in the bar scene across Canada. Historians Elise Chenier, Cameron 

Duder, Liz Millward, and Line Chamberland have documented well-known 

lesbian spaces such as Toronto’s “Continental Hotel,” Vancouver’s “Vanport,” 
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and Montréal’s “Babyface.”23 These early bar scenes were seedy and sometimes 

violent spaces that not all women felt comfortable joining. Early on, these spaces 

facilitated separate and distinctive lesbian spaces separate from gay men, yet 

sometimes lesbian and gay communities “overlapped and could even be 

complimentary” to one another.24 People from each group for example, would 

pretend to be heterosexual couples for work functions and family events, 

providing a necessary protective cover during a time when being outed as a 

homosexual could result in being fired, disowned, or incarcerated.25 Nonetheless, 

lesbian and gay culture evolved separately and crossover was rare, save for 

occasional protection from social/familial circles as well as the law.  

 As the women’s movement grew in the 1960s lesbian women joined 

various women’s activist organizations. They soon discovered that discussions 

about lesbian sex and sexuality were not welcome. Throughout North America 

straight women resisted lesbian representation within women’s feminist and anti-

war organizations for many reasons, one being that other activists, and the 
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general public used homosexuality to discredit the women’s movement.26 The 

TWLM for example, mentioned nothing of lesbian issues before 1970, and its 

radical feminist splinter group, The New Feminists, which formed in 1969, was 

also reluctant to address lesbianism.27 Overall, women’s organizations were 

disinclined to included lesbianism as a part of their liberation struggle. 

 Many lesbian women were upset that struggles were not recognized as 

legitimate by other feminists. As VIWC delegate and lesbian activist Ellen 

Woodsworth stated: 

It was a very hard time because we were having major fights and disagreements 
and it was really painful and unpleasant and personalized with the women’s 
liberation movement. We were sort of forced to break away from [them] because 
they didn’t see our struggle as the same, and you have to remember in those 
days…up until 1969 homosexuality was illegal…so we didn’t really have much, we 
were still very much coming out of the closet…fighting for social recognition and 
that was true in the women’s movement too.28 

Woodsworth shows how and why lesbians were not welcome within the women’s 

movement, the first of three pushback factors from conference organizers. The 

second factor was that in 1971 lesbianism was still considered a psychological 

disorder. It was believed to be a deviant lifestyle choice by many people and had 

not gained mainstream acceptance.29 Third, lesbianism was a heated issue 
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within the VWC and these politics played out during the organization of the 

Conference.30 Thus, relationships between lesbians and women’s liberationists 

were fraught before the Conference organizing began. 

  In both Toronto and Vancouver relationships between lesbians and 

women’s liberationist soon changed with the advent of the 1971 Indochinese 

Women’s Conferences (IWC).31 Vancouver Women’s Caucus members Anne 

Roberts and Margo Dunn, whom I interviewed for this project, were a part of the 

Conference Planning Committee (CPC) in Vancouver. Ellen Woodsworth was not 

an official VIWC organizer, but she was heavily involved with the Conference.  

Both Woodsworth and Dunn were newly “out” lesbians during Conference 

planning, and they wanted to make lesbianism a central part of the women’s 

liberation plenary sessions.32 Conference organizers were uncomfortable with 

this demand and were wary as to how the Indochinese women would react to 

discussions about homosexuality.33 Anne Roberts believed that “the [Indochinese 

women] were very prudish and I think that even mentioning the word sex wasn’t 

easy, let alone for them to be answering questions about lesbian relations and 

                                                

30 For example, women’s liberationists in Vancouver thought that being associated with lesbians 
would detract from the fight for equality, and so they refused to publicly endorse or support 
lesbianism. See Ellen Woodsworth, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, 
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fighting for that.”34 Even so, Dunn and Woodsworth were unrelenting in their 

demands for lesbian programming to be part of the agenda. 

Even though Dunn and Woodsworth were met with pushback in 

Vancouver, they were unprepared for the hostility they experienced at a VIWC 

planning session in Portland. Dunn’s own words capture her experience: 

A group of us went down… and the lesbian women who were there decided to 
have a meeting amongst ourselves…and I got up and said  THERE WILL BE A 
MEETING OF THE LESBIAN CAUCUS IN SUCH AND SUCH A ROOM and then 
I went into the bathroom and one of the women I had been having a fabulous 
political conversion with cut me dead…because a lot of women couldn’t tolerate 
lesbians and it was really shocking…just shocking…in a way that was my first 
experience because I’d come out really recently…so that was a real eye opener.35 

Dunn’s experience of open hostility and homophobia from American women’s 

liberationists in Portland only fanned the desire to include lesbian issues at the 

VIWC. Even though this specific incident was a negative experience for Dunn, 

the planning session was an overall positive experience. 

 It was at the Portland meeting that connections were made, and an 

unofficial coalition was formed between Dunn and Woodworth, and the Bay Area 

Radicalesbians, as well as individual lesbian women from Edmonton, Seattle, 

Portland, and Los Angeles. Ellen Woodsworth elaborated on the hostilities they 

faced, stating: 

They didn’t want us to speak in the conference, as lesbians…There was a long 
fight and then finally I think it was the Portland women who suggested a 
fishbowl…so um, that’s what we did, the Portland women, the Vancouver women, 
and the Edmonton women. There were people that  never forgave us for doing 

                                                

34 Anne Roberts, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, November 2015. 
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that…The women here were angry. They tried to make sure nothing was brought 
up in the conference at all.36  

Due to this anger and hostility lesbians found solace in their common oppression 

as outcasts in the women’s movement. This created a special bond that 

transcended the Canadian-American divide. Lesbian women formed their own 

solidarity network based on their identity as lesbian feminist women. Together 

they pressured the CPC to include a lesbian consciousness-raising session 

during the women’s liberation plenary sessions.37 They formed a united 

sisterhood as lesbian women, free from heterosexuals in order to circumvent the 

homophobia within the CPC and later the women’s movement as a whole.  

 Two weeks before the VIWC, Woodsworth and Dunn delivered a 

statement from the Bay Area Radicalesbians, which stated, “We know the 

resistance to lesbianism and the fear of lesbians that exists in all oppressed 

women in our culture. We feel that the planned anti-war/imperialism tone of the 

Vancouver conference must be broadened to deal with revolutionary life-

styles.”38 Lesbian feminists wanted to show that the connection between war and 

patriarchy was intrinsic, and the only way to rid society of such oppression was 

through love and support of other women. Feeling the pressure from lesbian 

women, the CPC relented and agreed that a consciousness-raising ‘fishbowl’ 

would happen during the women’s liberation plenary and that lesbian literature, 
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37 Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016; Ellen 
Woodsworth, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016. 

38 “Letter to the Organizing Committee,” Radicalesbians, Oakland, California, Spring 1971, Anne 
Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives. 
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such as the “Woman Identified Woman” manifesto, would be distributed.39 

Lesbians were successful in their demands to be a visible entity at the 

conference. Thus, splintering was a means to confront homophobia within the 

women’s movement.  

 During the fishbowl lesbian women from Edmonton, Vancouver, Portland, 

and Oakland sat in a circle to discuss gay liberation issues. Other women in 

attendance sat around them asking questions and listening to lesbian issues and 

concerns. While the Indochinese women did not actively participate, they sat 

quietly and listened in on the discussion.40  

 After the fishbowl, several lesbian women questioned the Indochinese 

guests about their views on lesbianism. When they were asked about what being 

a lesbian was like in Vietnam, one delegate responded that “there were no 

lesbians in her country [of Vietnam].”41  This was a reflection of the general 

Vietnamese attitudes towards homosexuality at the time. Historian Natalie 

Newton argues that there had been “queer figures” in Vietnamese public media 

during the 1930s and 40s, but by the 1960s social attitudes had changed and 

homosexuality was publicly condemned as a social and psychological illness.42 

This would have influenced Indochinese sexual identity politics, as evident in the 
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Vietnamese delegate’s response. Thus, various social movements in Indochina 

such as anti-imperialism, anti-war activism, and feminism were homophobic just 

like in North America. Activist groups during the long sixties looked eastward for 

“progressive” inspiration for their own political activism, but the Indochinese were 

by no means a perfect model, especially in regards to lesbian issues.  

 Just like with lesbianism, race was a source of tension during the VIWC. 

On March 12, 1971, the CPC drafted a letter to the Third World Women’s 

Alliance (TWWA) and American white women’s liberation groups to address what 

they thought to be a lack of communication and cohesion about how the 

Conference was to be organized. Committee members argued that “many 

women have lost sight of the goal of this conference…Our primary consideration 

must be our responsibility to the Indochinese women...If [conversation] does not 

improve, the conference will be severely jeopardized.”43 They believed that 

racism and homosexuality were North American issues and irrelevant to 

Indochinese oppression.44 Instead they insisted that the focus should remain on 

the destruction of capitalism, imperialism, and patriarchy.45  

This position was based on a fundamentally flawed understanding of the 

issues facing Indochinese women.  The Indochinese were women of colour, and 

race and racism were very much a part of American imperialism. Colonization 
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and imperialism are rooted in racial and ethnic oppressions. For example, 

Indochinese people were persecuted by Americans and Europeans for their 

religious practices, cultural customs, and political ideologies, none of which were 

considered “proper” by Western standards.46 To exclude racism from the 

discussion was to ignore a large aspect of Indochinese oppression, limiting 

dialogue to topics that were only relevant to white second-wave feminism. This 

colour-blindness and lack of a critical race analysis by white Conference 

organizers was a disservice not only to the Indochinese delegates, but to women 

of colour in North America as well. TWWA members were upset by this and 

wrote a letter to the CPC voicing their frustrations.47  

 In their letter they addressed the racial ignorance, lack of “revolutionary 

consciousness,” unchecked privilege, and self-serving rhetoric TWWA members 

experienced at the hands of white women’s groups.48 They were angered that all 

six days of the conference addressed the concerns of women’s liberation groups 

with little to no consideration for the TWWA and women of colour beyond a 

tokenistic attitude. By calling out their white sisters, the TWWA hoped to “build an 

authentic sisterhood and to deal with the differences which [divided them].”49 For 

the TWWA the only way to do this was to achieve equal participation in the 
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conference through separate meetings with women of colour only. They believed 

that separatism was essential for a more profound and long-lasting state of 

solidarity with the Indochinese women.50  

 Initially, the CPC and other white women did not respond well to this 

request, believing that a focus on race and separatism would lost focus on the 

greater cause. As organizer Anne Roberts notes, “How much did [the 

Indochinese] want to hear about our struggles and our oppressions?”51 However, 

women of colour refused to join a sisterhood that ignored race and racism as a 

source of women’s oppression. The TWWA made it clear they would not attend a 

conference organized by white women who refused to acknowledge the 

entrenched racism within the women’s movement. The collective voice of women 

of colour was heard much more clearly and had more power because women 

had organized as a splinter group rather than being subsumed within women’s 

liberation organizations.  

 By splintering, the TWWA forced white women’s liberation groups to 

acknowledge the concerns of women of colour. In an effort to acknowledge and 

rectify their racism, the CPC agreed to the terms set by the TWWA, and a two-

day meeting with the Indochinese guests was reserved for women of colour 

only.52 The first day’s proceedings focused on the Voice of Women and Women 
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Strike for Peace.53 For the second day, an open session with the general public 

was scheduled, including a Cultural Exchange Day at the request of the 

Indochinese guests, where people would perform various entertainment acts.54 

The third and fourth days were set aside for people of colour only, including men, 

such as the Black Panthers, TWWA, Indigenous women, and Asian-American 

women.55 Meetings were scheduled the last two days were for women’s 

liberationists, lesbians, and other white women, such as wives of GIs and those 

not affiliated with any other particular group.56 Due to the efforts made by women 

of colour, they were able to successfully confront white women about their 

ignorance of race and racism and meet with the Indochinese guests separately.   

Even though white women and women of colour had separate meetings 

with the Indochinese, racially-based factionalism still played out at the 

Conference. In chapter one I briefly mention that the Indochinese guests were 

not present for the Cultural Exchange, a program that they had specifically 

requested. This was because several members of the Black Panthers took the 

Indochinese women from the conference and went to Chinatown for dinner and 
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entertainment instead.”57 This was a major disappointment to the hundreds that 

attended the event and Margo Dunn, organizer of the Cultural Exchange, was 

blamed for the Indochinese guest’s disappearance. During a women’s liberation 

plenary, Conference organizer Anne Roberts publicly criticized Dunn for “the 

disaster of the concert,” and Dunn “really didn’t forgive her for a long time.”58 

Clearly, some women of colour did not feel the two meeting days were enough to 

facilitate meaningful connections with the Indochinese guests, and their course of 

action to remedy this created conflict not only between themselves and women’s 

liberationists, but between women’s liberationists themselves. Each group had 

their own agenda which reflected factionalism within the VIWC and general 

women’s movement. 

Even though there were emotionally, mentally, and physically painful 

incidents during the VIWC, it did not dissuade women from continuing the fight 

against racism, homophobia, imperialism, capitalism, and sexism. For example, 

in response to a sexist cover of the Georgia Straight published just days after the 

VIWC, lesbian and heterosexual conference delegates came together to occupy 

the publication’s headquarters. Even though they had splintered during the 

planning, white lesbian and heterosexual women worked together during the 

VIWC, and came together after to protest sexism in the counter-cultural 

Vancouver newspaper. The cover in question had an image of Jesus being 

                                                

57 “Indochinese Conference – Agenda as Known as of March 31, 1971,” Vancouver British 
Columbia, 31 March 1971, Anne Roberts Women’s Movement Collection fonds, Simon Fraser 
University Archives. 

58 Margo Dunn, interview with the author, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2016. 
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crucified on the pubis of a naked woman.59 Many women who had attended the 

conference were angry at this illustration and after spending several days in the 

company of hundreds of women attending anti-sexist workshops, holding anti-

imperial discussion, and acknowledging internalized racism and homophobia, 

they had had enough. Thus, the Women’s Liberated Georgia Straight was 

published on April 8, 1971.  

 In the opening statement in the Liberated Straight, women directly 

responded to what they found to be an offensive and obscene cover, as well as 

the ongoing sexism from the so-called “radical” and “progressive” publication. 

Their statement read: 

Today a group of angry women have taken over the Georgia Straight. This action 
stems from the outrage we felt at the cover of Wednesdays [sic] issue which used 
a gross cartoon of a woman’s body to sell a paper devoted largely to the visit of 
the beautiful women freedom fighters of Vietnam and Laos. The women of this 
community will put out a women’s issue…We have occupied this office not to 
destroy it but to use it. We will produce a Georgia Straight which reflects women’s 
power, revolutionary outlook and joy-of-living. SISTERS JOIN US.60 

This political action created favourable results and the occupiers attracted 

enough support that many of their demands were met, including a public 

apology, the creation of a women’s defense fund, and the hiring of more female 

writers to equal the numbers of men.61 The paper also included Third World, 

lesbian, and anti-imperialist writings and literature, such as the Radicalesbians 

manifesto, “The Woman-Identified-Woman,” about lesbian feminism and the 
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“Fourth World Manifesto” which credited the black liberation struggle with 

expanding the notion of imperialism to include people, not just countries or 

territories.62 The women’s movement in Vancouver gained a major victory in 

terms of public recognition. Women such as Margo Dunn acknowledged the role 

that the VIWC played in developing the tools and confidence for the women who 

occupied the paper to act locally.   

 Race and sexuality were major factors for splintering during the VIWC and 

elsewhere during women’s liberation. Through the separation of coalitions based 

on sexual identity and race, white women were forced to acknowledge women’s 

oppression beyond gender. Even though sisterhood failed to unite women 

throughout North America as one cohesive front, the sub-groups which formed in 

direct response to interpersonal conflict forced dialogue, criticism, and debates in 

which women had to defend their position. Even though cohesion was the 

desirable outcome of the VIWC, differencing interests and experiences made this 

an impossible feat. Clearly, women were too angry, too divided, and unable to 

identify within an overarching umbrella of sisterhood. Thus, conflict was an 

unavoidable response to oppression and groups used this to insulate themselves 

through community building and solidifying identities outside of white, cisgender, 

heterosexual, and middle class bodies. 

 The VIWC represents how oppressions can interconnect in unexpected 

ways. White lesbian women argued that fighting against heterosexism was the 
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key to dismantling patriarchal power structures of oppression. For those women, 

the struggle for lesbian rights was inherent in the fight against the war in 

Vietnam. Intersecting identities of race, class, and gender are inseparable within 

power structures of oppression, and over 600 women were forced to try and 

understand this. The unification of women through a global sisterhood required 

women to turn their gaze inward and confront their internalized racism, 

homophobia, and misogyny. This was a painful process that contributed to some 

of the conflict during the VIWC. 

 White women’s prioritization of gender over race and sexuality was based 

in ignorance of how the oppression of women functioned through intersections of 

all three. Conflict was an inevitable outcome of this ignorance. The call to 

sisterhood ultimately failed to bridge all divides between women, but it persists as 

an ideal and concept, as evidenced by the continuation of feminism today. There 

remains a clear pull towards a collective experience of gender-based oppression. 

Yet activism which tries to dismantle women’s oppression must also consider 

how different women experience oppression through a diverse array of racism, 

homophobia, classism, and ableism.  

 Despite the continued desire to build a sisterhood on gender-based 

oppression, groups shifted after the VIWC and new splinter groups emerged. 

After 1971 black feminist visibility surged with organizations such as the 

Combahee River Collective and National Black Feminist Organization.63 Most of 
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these groups separated themselves from white women, which meant they did not 

have to educate their white sisters about race and racism: they could instead 

focus on their own initiatives as women of colour. To black feminists it was clear 

that gender and race could not be separated, further distancing them from the 

second wave feminist movement.  

 Due to their experiences at the VIWC lesbian women found solace and 

community through the connections they made, and some formed trans-border 

and even transnational collectives.64 Through these interactions, women like 

Cyndia Cole developed the courage to acknowledge an aspect of their sexuality 

that had been hidden or gone unrecognized for so long. Even though the VIWC 

was a site for conflict, it was as a generative moment for many women who 

attended. The VIWC facilitated personal growth and the beginnings of 

understandings that oppression as a woman also intersected with other issues 

like race and sexuality. 

Overall, splintering was a common phenomenon throughout women’s 

groups in North America. This was a result of in-group fighting based on political, 

social, and cultural differences. Even though most of these feminist organizations 

eventually disintegrated, their legacies and efforts are not unrecognized by 

activists today. A movement, organization, or concept does not have to last or 

stay intact to be meaningful. Women’s liberationists, lesbians, and women of 

colour are responsible for the advancements of women’s rights. Access to 
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contraception and abortion as well as sexual autonomy were fought for by these 

groups. Thus, even though sisterhood failed to thrive in the context of the VIWC, 

it had long-lasting effects due to the issues its splinter groups and mainstream 

liberationists mobilized around. 
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Conclusion:  
 
Conflict and Sisterhood as an Opportunity for 
Growth. 

 The 1971 Vancouver Indochinese Women’s Conference is an example of 

a historical moment where the desire to build a global sisterhood united against 

American imperialism in Vietnam ultimately failed. From its inception it was an 

American conference on Canadian soil, where American feminists legitimized 

anti-war resistance around American sociocultural and political issues. This 

exacerbated tensions between American and Canadian women, inciting 

factionalism at the Conference. Instead of bonding with each other, women 

splintered into sub-groups that focused on solidarity built on Canadian identity, 

race, and sexuality. This affirms the existing scholarship that sisterhood based on 

a singular female experience failed during the women’s movement, and splinter 

groups formed as a result.   

 The VIWC was an important historical moment for women’s liberation in 

Canada. Many Canadian women saw this conference as an opportunity to 

integrate Canadian issues within the struggle for peace and anti-imperialism, 

namely to confront American imperialism in Canada. This was considered a 

major issue by Canadian delegates, which created a divide between Canadian 

and American women. This separatism and splintering that occurred at the VIWC 

should not be seen as a completely negative outcome. Conflict in social 

organizing is should not be analyzed within the binary of “good” and “bad.” 
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Instead, conflict and factionalism are complex processes within revolutionary 

growth. Although it may be painful, splintering was clearly a useful tool taken up 

by social activists as both of means of protection and validation as evidenced by 

the overwhelming numbers of splintering during the long sixties. 

 The VIWC was one such example of how women used splintering to their 

advantage. For example, it gave Canadian women a site to exercise their 

national and political autonomy, and confront American women for the first time.1 

This was a powerful moment for those who attended the Conference, and helped 

Canadian women bond together over their anti-American politics.   

 The conference also enabled lesbian networking and community-building, 

which later became one aspect of the gay liberation movement. Several women 

were introduced to lesbianism for the first time, and meeting others at the 

conference facilitated their own “coming out” experiences. They found solace and 

community through the connections they made, and some lesbian women 

formed transnational and trans-border lesbian collectives as a result.2 Through 

these interactions, many women developed the courage to acknowledge an 

aspect of their sexuality that had been hidden or gone unrecognized for so long. 

Even though the VIWC was a site for conflict, it was a generative moment for 

many women who attended because it facilitated personal growth and the 
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beginnings of understanding that oppression as a woman also intersected with 

other sites of power imbalance such as sexuality. 

Women of colour also used the VIWC to confront white women’s 

liberationists about racism. In an effort to subvert white women’s prioritization of 

gender over race, women of colour demanded separate meeting with the 

Indochinese women. White feminists insisted that women’s liberation exclude 

men, however this was impossible for women of colour because they shared a 

common experience of racism with men of colour.3 Due to this reason, several 

men of colour were present at the meetings between women of colour and 

Indochinese delegates. Even though many white women were upset by this they 

agreed to these requests in an effort to recognize racialized oppression.4 This 

acknowledgement makes the VIWC one of the first moments when white 

women’s liberationists in Canada prioritized the wishes of American women of 

colour.  

 Although a united global sisterhood was not possible, feminism continued 

to grow. Thanks to the early efforts of women’s liberationists and especially 

women of colour, many feminist organizations today include multiple and 

intersecting identities. This means that race, class, sexuality, and disability are at 

the forefront of feminist ideologies, instead of an afterthought. The Women’s 

March on January 21, 2017, was one such example. On all seven continents 

people marched together in protest against human inequality, prioritizing critiques 
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of sexism, racism, homophobia, and imperialism. Women’s March Committee 

National Co-Chair members Tamika Mallory, Carmen Perez, Linda Sarsour, Bob 

Bland, and other organizers state that 

“[…] women have intersecting identities and are therefore impacted by a multitude 
of social justice and human rights issues…Our liberation is bound in each other’s. 
The Women’s March on Washington includes leaders of organizations and 
communities that have been building the foundation for social progress for 
generations. We welcome vibrant collaboration and honor the legacy of the 
movements before us - the suffragists and abolitionists, the Civil Rights Movement, 
the feminist movement, the American Indian Movement, Occupy Wall Street, 
Marriage Equality, Black Lives Matter, and more – by employing a decentralized, 
leader-full structure and focusing on an ambitious, fundamental and 
comprehensive agenda.”5 

The Women’s March policies reflect lessons learned from previous issues within 

women’s liberation. Without conflict and splintering from previous eras, the 

importance of intersectional approaches to feminist politics, such as that within 

the Women’s March, would not have been acknowledged. Cohesion, 

factionalism, and splintering all contributed to the growth of the women’s 

movement, which made way for new groups of women to mobilize. Thus it is 

important for politically active people to know and understand this history so that 

the same mistakes can be avoided.  

As conference organizer Anne Roberts stated, “Sisterhood may be 

powerful, but it isn’t easy.”6 Women’s experiences differ across race, class, and 

sexual orientation, especially within the context of nation. These differences led 

to a tumultuous planning of the VIWC, and created conflict for many who 

attended. Rather than reconcile the differences between these groups, the VIWC 
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highlighted and exposed them. The political coalition of a united global sisterhood 

was a tumultuous endeavour. Even though conflict was a major part of the VIWC, 

some women found this conflict powerful and used it subvert their own 

oppression. The VIWC thus facilitated personal growth through anger and 

conflict, which was at times painful but important in the quest for equality and 

justice. Women’s experiences differed between each other, and these 

differences needed to be addressed in the dismantling of imperialism and 

patriarchy. In the words of Audre Lorde, “I am not free while any woman is 

unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my own.”7 
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