Something new at 49 St George St.

By PAULA ROCHMAN

There is something new at 49 St.
George Street. It is the UofT Women’s
Centre. So, after 20 months of.
educationg and organizing by the Coal-
ition for a Women’s Centre at UofT,
the Women’s Centre has become a re-
‘ality.

The twenty months of work to get
the Centre established has been an ex-
citing and frustrating time. When the
Coalition first formed in February,
1984, many groups and individuals of-
fered strong support yet some expressed
honest skepticism that a Women’s
Centre would ever be established at
UofT.

While the need for such a Centre had
been aptly demonstrated, the skepti-
cism was legitimate. After all, since
women were admitted to the university
100 years ago, there had been several
attempts to establish a Women’s Centre
-- even a Women'’s Building. None had
succeeded.

The Coalition submitted its request
for space to the UofT administration
in April, 1984. At the time, the Coali-
tion was optimistic that space would be
received by September, 1984, in time
to celebrate the centenary of women
being admitted to the university.

Unfortunately, this was not to hap-
pen. While the request for space was
not turned down, it was unclear if and
when the UofT administration would
‘allocate space for this endeavour.

And so, a temporary Women’s
Centre was established, on the lawn in
front of Simcoe Hall. For two days last

fall, a Women’s Centre existed at UofT,

in the form of a tent. This was not an
angry protest but a very successful ef-
fort to raise and discuss the Coalition’s
attempts to form a women’s Centre and
the need for such a Centre. The Coali-
tion was approached by dozens of stu-
dents at the tent. Thousands more
heard about the struggle for a Women’s
Centre through the campus papers and
tens of thousands heard about it
through the Toronto Star and CBC
News. The temporary Women’s Centre
even became a part of the UofT tour,
as dozens of tourists had the tent
pointed out to them by a local tour bus
driver!

One of the obstacles that the admin-
istration pointed out in November was
that the Centre needed a sponsor. The
Women’s Studies Programme re-
sponded immediately as the “eager”
sponsor for the Centre.

In January, 1985, the Coalition’s re-
quest submitted the previous Aoril was

for space had been submitted.

In May, the Advisory Committee to
the Status of Women Officer sent a let-
ter to President Connell stating that it
“endorses the Coalition for a Women’s
Centre proposal and the associated sup-
porting documentation that has been

submitted. The Advisory Committee is .,

.disappointed that the Centre was not
established during this academic year,
the Centenary of Women being admit-
ted to UofT...The Advisory Committee
strongly recommends that President
Connell take whatever action is needed
to ensure that appropriate space be al-
located for a Women’s Centre im-
mediately. In the light of the evidence,
the Committee can see absolutely no
justification for further delay”.

The President quickly responded and
informed those who allocate space at
UofT “of my judgement that this mat-
ter should be given a leading priority
for resolution this summer.”

The matter was resolved. The Coal-
ition was informed that space would be
allocated in the new Koffler Centre. As
plans for this have been delayed, the
Centre will now be housed (temporar-
ily) at 49 St. George St.

Well, now that you know the history
of that “something new at 49 St. George
St.”, you might be asking, “Well, what
is a Women’s Centre going to do any-
way?”. In its statement of principles,

the Coalition stated, “The purpose of

the Women’s Centre at UofT is to pro-
vide a place for social, cultural and edu-
cational events concerning women.
These events include discussion groups
and' workshops, as well as exhibits of

women’s creative work: music, films, .

poetry and readings. The goal of the
UofT Women’s Centre is to improve,

through education, the status of women
at Uoft.

Wait a minute you say, “What’s
wrong with the status of women at
UofT? There are women in all my class-
es. | have women professors. Why, even
the Charter says women are equal now,
so what’s the problem?”

Yes, that is all true and we should
celebrate the accomplishments that
women have made and are making.
Yes, there are women in engineering
classes--I was one myself. But we still
cannot ignore the real barriers that re-
main, whether they come from the
stereotyping women receive from high
school counsellors who direct them into
certain jobs and lifestyles, the difficulty
women have returning to school when
there are inadequate daycare facilities,
the problems of sexual harassment from
professors and emnlovers ar the inh

doesn’t just happen. Change happens
when people do research into a prob-
lem, propose a solution through educa-
tion and undertake an action to ensure
the change will come about and con-
tinue to happen.

Women didn’t get the vote in this
country in some miraculous and spon-
taneous way. They educated, organized
and lobbied. More recently, the equal-
ity section of the Charter didn’t just
appear because of someone’s noble
thoughtfulness. It is in our Charter be-
cause of intense lobbying, and educat-
ing by, in large part, women, women’s
groups and women’s centres across the
country. And equality might become a
legal reality now, as women’s groups
across the country raise money, prepare
cases and challenge laws which appear
unequal. This is how change happens,
not in a vacuum because we all want
it to, but because we got out and did
the political, social and educational
work to make it a reality.

And so the Women’s Centre will try
to do this for UofT, to constructively
address the problems and victories that
women have at UofT. This is obviously
an ambitious undertaking in light of the
extent and depth of these problems
beyond the university. Because of the
scale of the undertaking, one can’t
realistically expect the Women’s Centre
to change the world or even all the prob-
lems at this university. But if it helps
to change one small corner of the world,
or some aspect of life for women at

“UofT, it will have fulfilled a noble pur-

pose.

Oh, Oh. You’ve got me now, right?
The Equality Section of the Charter will
be violated by establishing a Women’s
Centre with a women'’s collective. Re-
verse discrimination you charge. Sorry.
The Charter states two things about
equality. Section 15(1): “Every indi-
vidual is equal before and under the
law and has the right to the equal pro-
tection and equal benefit of the law
without discrimination, and, in particu-
lar, without discriminating based
on...sex...” However, Section 15(2)
states that “Subsection (1) does not pre-
clude any law, program, activity that
has as its objective the amelioration of
conditions of disadvantaged because
of...sex...” It appears, despite allega-
tions to the contrary that the Women'’s
Centre is in fact “constitutional.” We
could ask J.J. Robinette.

Well, it might be legal and some
people think its needed, but I’m not
going to-use it. That's okay. But cer-

tainly that isn’t an argument against
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;ointcd out to them by a local tour bus
driver!

One of the obstacles that the admin-
istration pointed out in November was
that the Centre needed a sponsor. The
Women’s Studies Programme re-
sponded immediately as the “eager”
sponsor for the Centre.

In January, 1985, the Coalition’s re-
quest submitted the previous April was
officially recommended to be accepted
and space to be provided. The recom-
mendation, submitted by Lois Reimer,
UofT’s Status of Women Officer, was
also supported by President Connell.

Excitement mounted for the Coali-
tion. Maybe the Centre would be open
in time for International Women’s Day
(March 8) activities! Maybe the an-
nouncement of the Centre’s establish-
ment could be made at the rally for
International Women’s - Day!!
Maybe...A little too excited, a little too
soon.

School ended and the centenary
ceiebrations were over. And still no
Women’s Centre. While rumors
abounded as to where the Centre would
be, the Coalition continued to meet and
organize one year since its application

Yes, there are women in engineering
classes--I was one myself. But we still
cannot ignore the real barriers that re-
main, whether they come from the
stereotyping women receive from high
school counsellors who direct them into
certain jobs and lifestyles, the difficulty
women have returning to school when
there are inadequate daycare facilities,
the problems of sexual harassment from
professors and employers or the inh
ghettos which currently do exist at this
University.

A few statistics give weight to these
concerns. On average, a woman with
a university degree carns $24,380 per
year, a man $36,720. 93 percent of staff
at UofT who make between $10,000
and $25,000 per year are women. 84
percent of staff making over $45,000 are
men. In Ontario, 84 percent of all full
time faculty at universities are men. At
UofT, the average female faculty per-
son makes $39,461 per year vs. an aver-
age of $51,352 per year for male faculty.

Yes, you say, all these statistics might
be true but things are changing. We
don’t need a Women’s Centre now.

It is easy to say and accept that
change should happen but change
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conditions of disadvantaged because
of...sex...” It appears, despite allega-
tions to the contrary that the Women’s
Centre is in fact “constitutional.” We
could ask J.]J. Robinette.

Well, it might be legal and some
people think its needed, but I’'m not
going to use it. That’s okay. But cer-
tainly that isn’t an argument against
having the Centre. After all, noi cvery
student uses the UofT Housing Service
but surely that doesn’t mean the univer-
sity doesn’t need a Housing Service. No
service, including the Women's Centre.
will be used by every member of the
university community, but that doesn’t
mean it is not needed.

So...Now that it is here get involved
with the Women’s Centre. It is the uni-
versitiy’s Centre and needs your sup-
port and input as much as we, the mem-
bers of this university, need a Women'’s
Centre.

Paula Rochman is a staff person with
the Ontario Public Interest Research
Group (OPIRG-Toronto), a graduate
student group at UofT. OPIRG has
&een actively involved with the Coali-
tion since April 1984. :




