WORTH REPEATING

Women still outsiders in politics 
January 16, 2007 

It's been more than 100 years since women in Manitoba became the first in the country to win the right to vote. Yet politics in Canada remains very much a man's game.

Prime Minister Stephen Harper has seven female cabinet ministers, none of whom holds a prominent position.

Brian Mulroney had six, but that was more than 20 years ago, in September 1984. When Kim Campbell won the leadership and became Canada's first female prime minister, her heart didn't seem to be in trying to win back voters who had turned on Mulroney.

Paul Martin named 11 female ministers to his December 2003 cabinet, including Anne McLellan as deputy prime minister, the second-most powerful position.

These women learned that to succeed one has to be "Iron Lady" tough, like former British prime minister Margaret Thatcher. Seventeen years after Thatcher's retirement, politics for women is still lonely and difficult. 

When women act on their political aspirations, they're subject to double standards.

MP Belinda Stronach did herself no favours by crossing the floor before a crucial vote two years ago, giving the minority Liberal party the vote it needed to continue governing. But the many men who crossed the floor over the years weren't subjected to the sexist vitriol she had to endure.

Ontario Tory MPP Bob Runciman called her a "dipstick, an attractive one, but still a dipstick." Alberta Progressive Conservative backbencher Tony Abbott said Stronach had "whored herself out for power."

Rona Ambrose, who could have been a poster girl for the Harper government, was demoted in the latest cabinet shuffle after fumbling the no-win environment portfolio. Ambrose couldn't break through even though she's young, smart, attractive and more than capable. Her successor John Baird is all that, too, but also an aggressive male.

McLellan told the recent Liberal Task Force on Women and Gender Balance in Politics: "There is an overwhelming sense of frustration, and in some cases anger and dismay, on the part of many women in our party as it relates to our efforts to achieve greater gender equality."

Studies and conferences must be accompanied by government commitment to change.

Success for women in politics means having the flexibility to balance family responsibilities with the rigors of public life. Women should be encouraged to bring their unique qualities to the job, without having to mimic the traits of their male counterparts.



This is an edited version of an editorial yesterday in the Calgary Herald.
