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revisiting the evolUtion  
of the women’s movement

Armine Yalnizyan

Nancy rUth’s words strUcK liKe lightning. The Canadian 
Senator told 80 foreign aid organizations to shut the fuck up or 

risk making things worse for maternal health at home and abroad. 
Whatever triggered the Senator’s remarks, it made me think 

about the evolution of the women’s movement and my evolution 
alongside it. 

From the moment I could talk, I was taught to hold my tongue. 
The daughter of immigrant Armenians from Turkey, I was 

taught to defer to adults, to men, to the powerful. The instruction 
was not just about the teaching of manners; it was a survival skill. 
I learned the difficult truth that speaking up sometimes gets you 
killed. I also learned the importance of leaving no one behind, that 
survivors must protect and care for one another. 
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I was an obedient child, but after the early death of my father, 
my mother struggled to parent me in a culture utterly foreign to 
her in every sense, a culture roiling with women’s liberation and 
freedom of every kind. The new world said yes to everything the 
old country denied. 

As a young woman, the women’s movement meant only one 
thing to me: permission to view myself as nothing less than an equal. 
I did not have to raise my voice for this permission. I inherited a 
world in which, thanks to generations of women who had spoken 
up, my choices — my vote, my health, my sexuality, my career path 
— were mine, and mine alone, to make. 

I became an adult as the women’s movement took another step 
in the path toward economic equality and security. 

The sisterhood settled for something within reach: economic 
independence.

We learned we didn’t need men to survive. We only needed 
a good education, a good job. Women could avoid the poverty-
stricken fate of their mothers, and their mothers before, if they 
relied first and foremost on themselves. 

That’s the good advice that millions of women followed, for 
better or for worse.

The financial gains women have achieved in the past few decades 
have been formidable. But, as we put aside our collective voice, 
public policy trends started working against women, not for them.

The singular thrust of public policy for the past 30 years has 
been less government, more market. And, although that has hit 
women hardest, we didn’t fight back much. That’s because we were 
distracted by what amounts to a libertarian goal: fighting for our 
personal economic future. Meanwhile, the ground was shifting 
under our feet.

I didn’t feel the earth move, but two recessions and our 
governments’ response to them reshaped the landscape around 
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me. Despite getting a good education and working hard, I found 
myself in my mother’s shoes, struggling to raise three children on 
my own, with reduced hours of work during a jobless recovery, 
and no financial or social supports. 

As so many of us learned the hard way, economic independence 
wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. 

With rare exceptions, it now takes two incomes to get to the 
comfortable middle, and to stay there. Even following the prescription 
to try harder, to do more, to be stronger, little ground has been 
gained for the majority.

Running as fast as we could to stay in place, women ran out of 
steam in the mid-1990s and couldn’t prevent the gutting of precious 
social programs that took us decades to put in place. 

Governments balanced their books through massive cuts to the 
supports that made life a little easier for women: unemployment 
insurance, housing, legal aid, child care, health care, subsidized 
tuition. 

Women responded by cranking up their efforts. We’re 
better educated than ever. We’ve joined the paid labour force in 
unprecedented numbers, particularly mothers of young children. 
We work ever longer hours.

Fewer women are choosing to marry. Fewer young women are 
choosing to have children, or as many children. More women, of 
all ages, are living on their own.

We’ve relied not on men, not on governments, but on ourselves; 
but, despite these efforts, we are still paid a fraction of men’s wages, 
and we still are largely absent at the pinnacles of organizations, 
where all the decision-making takes place. 

Women still face violence in a way that men don’t, at home and 
abroad. In many parts of the world, women are prey to an epidemic 
of sexual and domestic violence.

Now things are about to get worse.
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In the wake of the Great Recession comes the Age of Austerity. As 
in the past, governments and corporations will balance their books 
by cutting costs. As in the past, women will pay a disproportionate 
price.

We are being told we can no longer afford existing “luxuries” 
such as pensions, good wages, health care, or even — as the Senator 
warned — democratic debate.

With so much at stake, this is no time to permit ourselves to 
become the silenced majority. 

Sometimes we need to remember where we came from to remind 
ourselves where we were headed. Women have always fought for 
a world that unlocks the potential in each one of us. We won’t get 
there unless we speak the fuck up.


