About Class, Work, and the Montreal Massacre

Sue McPherson 27 November 2007

Recently, towards the end of November 2007, I encountered a situation which illustrates some of the problems with today’s feminists and feminist organizations. I had become a member of an online email discussion list called PAR-L (Policy, Action, Research - List), and on Thursday, 22 Nov 2007, wrote a message to the PAR-L list in response to an email posted on it. The email I was responding to had suggested that list members write the Canadian Labour Congress expressing their disappointment that materials they had previously produced, about the 1989 Dec. 6 tragedy (Montreal Massacre) and the resulting women’s movement, were no longer being made available.

Thurs 22 Nov 2007

I am new to this list, and have only recently returned to Canada. I just wanted to give my thoughts on this. I haven't read the material put out by the CLC, but I do realize that if an organization such as PAR-L appreciated it, then the materials were probably very one-sided. I do not agree with the idea of Marc Lépine symbolizing all that's wrong with men and representing 'violence against women.' He was not in an intimate relationship with a woman, The problems he had, about being displaced from an education and career he had expected he would have, have practically nothing to do with the kind of violence (psychological and economic as well as physical) that women experience. 

Before you request that readers write to the email addresses expressing their disappointment that the materials have ceased being published/distributed, I wonder if you can share some it here so potential letter-writers are informed and not simply following direction willy-nilly.  

thanks

 Sue McPherson  http://montrealmassacre.homestead.com
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) is the umbrella organization for Canada's national and international unions, the provincial and territorial federations of labour and district labour councils. Since the CLC’s Dec. 6 materials had previously been used as classroom tools by PAR-L members, it had been proposed on the PAR-L discussion list that their students could write letters to the CLC asking them to once again begin producing the materials. This would have been accomplished without the original materials being examined for content, especially for changes in ways of thinking about such matters. My reason for writing was to bring that to the attention of the PAR-L list members. 

The list description for PAR-L, consisting of mostly women, indicates that it is a forum for those interested in ‘promoting women’s equality’. The list has over 1400 members worldwide. Its moderators are Wendy Robbins, professor of English and Women's Studies at the University of New Brunswick in Fredericton, and Michèle Ollivier, professor of Sociology at the University of Ottawa. 

I received a short acknowledgment by the PAR-L moderators, after a second try, that my email had been received. My email was not posted to the list, however, so two days later I wrote to Wendy Robbins and Michèle Ollivier once again:  

Dear Wendy and Michelle,

Your list members stand a chance of being (or remaining) one-sided if the moderators (yourselves) only permit one side of a complex socio-historical event to be presented to them. As we know, the Montreal Massacre has focused on Marc Lépine as being the 'evil one' while feminists, and the victims of the Montreal Massacre, are depicted as being altogether innocent. Life isn't like that. But if you want to continue to hide the other truths of the matter, by all means, you have the power to keep other voices down. I have given you the URL for the website Montreal Massacre:  http://montrealmassacre.homestead.com  . I hope you will let your list members have the opportunity to view it for themselves. That, along with having pieces of information put out by the CLC for them to examine themselves, will make any letter they choose to write to the CLC, about whether or not, in their view, the materials should continue to be produced, more reliable data for the CLC to consider. Otherwise, the data would be slanted in its bias.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Three days later, (Nov 27) the CLC placed a statement about Canada’s National Day of Remembrance, for Dec 6. 2007, on their website: http://canadianlabour.ca/. 

I have examined the letter and would like to make some comments on it. The statement refers to the deaths of the fourteen women, relating their murders to the kind of violence experienced by Canadian women, “at the hands of their partners, family members and strangers throughout this country.” Most violence against women, however, is committed by men with whom they are in relationships, circumstances having little to do with the kind of violence committed by Marc Lépine. The name, Marc Lépine, is not mentioned in this letter, following the suggestion of many feminists in earlier decades who do not want his name remembered. He is useful as a symbol, apparently, while the facts about his life, and his death, go unrecorded and ignored. 

The CLC statement claims that “December 6th is a day about remembrance and moving forward,” but in reality, the way this day is approached is as much about forgetting the others who suffered, and remaining rooted in the past. The killing of the women was an immense tragedy, but others died in the months to come, affected also, in ways not completely understood. The reasons why Marc Lépine committed that awful act have not been permitted to be discussed and reconciled. The emphasis is always about the women who died.

Striving for economic and social equality between men and women is not going to end violence.  There aren’t enough great jobs for all the people who deserve them. I write about work, and retirement, and about people’s lives. I realize having a career is important, if women are to be able to have financial independence and lead fulfilling lives and contribute to society. The career is important so that they will be seen as capable, accomplished, hard working, intelligent individuals. But those individuals and groups, such as PAR-L and the CLC neglect to admit that, due to men and women together increasingly managing to have those all-important, often well-paying careers, many more men, and women, will have to settle for less. Marc Lépine knew that, but no one would listen. 

Maybe it’s asking too much for the Canadian Labour Congress to consider other ways of thinking and promoting healthy ideas about work, ideas that won’t leave some Canadians feeling left out, and some seeing that all they had dreamed about was only that – a dream. Marc Lépine was one of them, but he wasn’t a woman. He felt left out, that his life would amount to nothing because changes in society had led to an emphasis on the rights of women. 

One PAR-L list member, while announcing the Dec. 6 2007 statement on the CLC website, said she will have her students write letters in her class next week (about the other materials not produced this year, apparently).  Instead of encouraging young women to follow suit, in PAR-L’s unjust approach to Marc Lépine and wider tragedy of the Montreal Massacre, by having students write letters about something they nothing about except what feminists have written, why not encourage them to read and think about other sides of the story. Rather than pressure the CLC to once again produce materials which neglect Marc Lépine’s insights on work and fulfilment, why not start trying to promote ways of thinking about independence, fulfillment, contribution, and adulthood that are not quite so dependent on the idea of work and careers.       

Sue McPherson  BA 93.  MA 2002

Oshawa.     Diversity in Retirement website: http://www.diversityinretirement.net 
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