Conspiracy:

Is To Breathe
Together

IMPLICIT IN THE CHOICE
by women to organize as women is a
revolutionary directness. If direct
action is an act of political expression
outside the state-sanctioned, accept-
able avenues, and without delegation
of power to another, then the very act
of a woman speaking with her own
voice is direct—for the history of
women is silence. To speak with her
own voice to another woman is a
conspiracy

For our predecessors, the suffra-
gettes, the avenues were clearly
blocked. The entrances to the Houses
of Parliament were barricaded not
merely by statute but by cordons of
police. The face of the state was
clearly male and clearly brutal. The
chivalric response to the hunger-
strikes of imprisoned suffragettes was
force-feeding. Despite repeated
warnings from liberal “sympathi-
zers” (both male and female), that the

escalation of militance to include ar-
son and other damage to property
would be detrimental to the cam-
paign, the women chose a strategy of
provocation. Having no representa-
tives in the bastions of power, the
suffragettes realized their strength
lay in the disruptions which they
could create outside.

However, the women’s demands
were addressed to a male audience,
and effectively limited to a constitu-
tional reform. When the door was
opened, the movement, its cohesion
dissipated by the war, lost its momen-
tum. The women returned to their
homes, ballot in hand, having won
only the right to delegate their power
to a male representative.

The Second Wave did not begin
with a demand for women’s rights.
The sexual revolution, for all its
rhetoric, had brought women in the
left the “privilege” of greater sexual
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Not liberation, but a
greater enslavement to the sexual
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Pioneers in The Healthy Zone

“IN THIS COLLECTIVE WE
take control of our own health infor-
mation and we find that by letting
women have free access to informa-
tion as well as contribute research
themselves, we are de-mystifying
health care — and that’s very em-
powering; it’s a process women then
apply to the rest of their lives.”

The Vancouver Women’s Health
Collective, the oldest facility of its
kind in Canada, is at the busy corner
of Broadway and Granville streets.
The large red sign with the collective’s
name reads: “Health for people, not
for profit.” In small rooms crowded
with files and bookshelves women
talk to each other about health mat-
ters, nutrition and kids, answer the
steadily-ringing telephone, and do
research on Canada’s abortion laws.

Pat Deacon, a member of the
collective of 40 women, and one of
eight women on part-time salary (fun-
ding is from the B.C. ministry of
health) fields inquiries on cervical
caps as a method of birth control and
the next chance for a woman to get
into a group dealing with anorexia
and bulimia (starving oneself or
eating and vomiting to control
weight). She discusses alternative
treatments for a vaginal infection
with a woman whose doctor simply
prescribed drugs.

In a softly-lit room strewn with
cushions and decorated with a wall-
size fabric banner of a woman ex-
amining her vagina in a mirror, the
collective’s goals are stated: A
“feminist, anti-capitalist group that is
part of the women’s movement,” the
collective is committed to researching
and disseminating information on a
broad range of health-related issues
“with the emphasis on women becom-
ing able to make their own decisions
and be more in control of their lives.”
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The collective supports the right of a
woman to terminate her own
pregnancy, and “to help women take
care of ourselves.”

Demanding better doctors

“We've also started speaking to
young women in high schools because
we feel the conditioning starts very
early in a woman’s life. Doctors still
push the pill down the throats of
young women.” A life-sized poster of
a woman depicts more than the dozen
health hazards of the birth control
pill — from migraine headaches to an
increased risk of cervical cancer —
and puts the collective firmly on
record with respect to the Pill.

Many women come in and head
directly for the “doctor directory,”
Deacon says. It is a “formalized
grapevine” which represents hundreds
of survey responses from women on
medical practitioners, including
psychiatrists, pediatricians, gyne-
cologists, naturopaths and massage
therapists.

“I really like the reassurance we’re
able to give women who come in here
believing their negative experiences
with doctors are all their fault, and
find it’s happened to most other
women. There are doctors who are
better and more of them are being
forced to respond to the standards we
demand,” says Deacon. Copies of the
collective files on doctors have gone
to many other women’s groups.

“Doctors trained in medical school
for the most part know drugs and
surgery, and that’s all they know, so
generally, we steer women to people
who use, or are at least open to using,
alternative forms of healing”’.

_ Cervical and breast self-examina-
tion are regularly taught by the collec-
tive, which prefers to emphasize
prevention as a central theme to

health care. A pamphlet has been
prepared on pelvic inflammatory
diseases, an example of the directions
the collective follows depending on
women'’s experiences and interests.

Rebecca Fox and Robin Barnett
have prepared a comprehensive
report on a “feminist approach to pap
tests,” dealing with an examination
designed for early detection of cer-
vical cancer. The report states all the
evidence the two women, spurred by
their own abnormal pap tests, were
able to gather. It includes a day-by-
day journal of one of the women who
heals herself and goes from a Class
III result (the most alarming, in-
dicating possible cancer) to a Class I
(normal) by treating herself without
surgery or drugs. The medical treat-
ments, such as cryosurgery and cone
biopsy, are outlined fully but the em-
phasis is on alternatives a woman can
try herself. Concludes the report: “It
is the individual woman who must, in
the final analysis, make the decision
about what to do. Western medicine
puts that decision in the hands of the
doctors.”

Clearly, the health collective
believes that control of health care
does not belong in the hands of doc-
tors. Women sometimes feel they’re
pioneers, breaking into the area of
self-healing and control of their own
health. Says Deacon: “But once a
woman goes through that process of
becoming in control of her own body,
she’s taken control of an important
part of her life. Chances are she won’t
turn over authority again to the doc-
tors and she’ll pass on that strength to
others.”

The pamphlet on P.I.D. and the
report on “a feminist approach to pap
tests” may be obtained from the
V.W.H.C. office, 1501 West Broad-
way, Vancouver, B.C., V6J 1W6.
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Women were brought together by
their work in the civil rights, student
and anti-war movements of the sixties.
Angered by the perpetuation of sex-
roles in the movements of the new left,
and by seeing their demands contin-
ually placed at the bottom of political
agendas, women finally bid “Good-
bye to all that” (Robin Morgan,
Going Too Far).

Coming Together

Hello Sisterhood. Women began to
come together in small groups, a first
step towards ending the silence.
Through discussions, they found a
commonality in their own exper-
iences. The experiences were per-
sonal, but woven together they
formed a pattern, a tapestry of wom-
en’s oppression.

Through these early conscious-
ness-raising groups women realized
the importance of organzing from
their own experiences, in their own
lives—now. Not content to organize
according to the male authorities of
the right or left, the State or the
‘counter-culture,” they set out to
speak to other women. The small
groups quickly took on the dimension
of conspiratorial cells, as women pre-
pared to set light to the imaginations
of their sisters.

To break the silence, women had
to find new ways of communication,
ways to overcome the barriers of
women’s isolation from each other,
by passivity, mistrust, poverty and
fear. Excluded from the male-domin-

ated media, women created new-

means of speaking to each other. The
strategy was based on a revolutionary
directness, unsanctioned and unmed-
iated by men or the State.

Colorful Actions

Some of the early radical feminist
actions, such as the W.LT.C.H.
(Women’s International Terrorist
Conspiracy from Hell) organized
assault on the Miss America Pageant,
set out not only to challenge the
patriarchy, but to play on the news-
event-oriented media. These colorful
actions received top billing in news-
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