Women’s bodies,
‘men’s decisions

by Alison Sawyer

Forced sterilization is the subject of
much controversy in legal circles, among those
concerned with minority rights, and among fem=-
inists. The controversy arises because steri-
lizatfon fs a surgical procedure and the person
being sterilized must, in law, give his or her
consent to the surgery. In practice, such
sterilization is often done without the per-
son's consent, or with only the consent of some
third party--usually a parent, a doctor, or a
hospital adminwstrator.

Statistics on non-voluntary sterilization
are hard to pin down. The public and politi-
cians do not like to acknovwledge that doctors
still perform sterilization operations without
their patients' consent. Of course, there are
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stories.
I have, for example, the story of an ac-
quaintance in Toronto, which confirms in my
mind that forced sterilizations are done on un-
witting welfare mothers, among others. In
this case the woman had been in a mental in-

"Doctors had been pressuring
native women and welfare
recipients into being sterilized”

stitution, had two children, and at the age of
22 while on welfare went into hospital for an
abortion. During the abortion, she was steri-
lized without her knowledge.

A Vancouver Swn story on March 11, 1977,
on the joint meeting of the Advisory Councils
on the Status of Women across Canada, reported
that a delegate from Saskatchewan told those
present that doctors in her province had //’
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been pressuring native women and welfare
receplients into being sterilized when they
were entering hospitals.

In 1976, & Roman Catholic missionary
to the Northwest Territories revealed tua
one=third of Inuit women between the ages
of 30 and 50 had been sterilized without
being told and aginst their will. This
was substantiated by similar statistics
reported in a 1972 CBC public affairs
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as to who was to be allowed to reproduce could
be made on the basis of scientific assessment
of who was physically, mentally and morally
sound.

There was a fear amcng the male &lite that
those who did not measure up to their scientif-
ic assessment of who was fit might have higher
reproductive capacities that the more desirable
white, male-dominated middle classes. If left
to their own devices, it was feared, they would
reproduce unchecked.

The genetic strain of un-

desirable character-

istics would grown
and streng-
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program. The then Health Minlster Marc

Lalonde teplied to such stories with a
flat denial,

While the government of Canada may have
been unwilling to acknowledge such blatant rac-
ism, the Government Accounting Office in Wash-
ington, D.C. reports all. The records of the
United States Indian Health Service show that
its doctors have sterilized thousands of na-
tive women without proper consent. On four
reserves alone, 3,600 native women were ster-
ilized over a four-year period in the 1970s.
'These women were not told that the operation
was optional, not mandatory.

Forced sterilization of the mentally re-
tarded has been a particularly contentious is-
sue in the late 1970s. In Québec between 1976
and 1978, 500 mentally retarded people, most of
whom were women, were reported sterilized.
Similar reports come out of Ontario and Brit-
ish Columbia. And, despite a moratorium on
sterilization of mentally retarded people below
the age of 16, some illicit sterilization still
goes on. A case from Prince Edward Island that
will be decided on by the Supreme Court of Can-
ada in the next two years couvld change the
vhole fabric of legislation on who has the
right to glve consent to a sterilization oper=-
ation--you or your legal guardians.
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Sterilization became an acceptable prac-

tice in the 1920s, when doctors and lawmakers

population.
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turncd to scientific procedures for controlling ©f them were male and 64.71 female.

then, and lead to an even higher population of
this type that would threaten the genetic
strain of the whites in power.

These fears, for which there is no scien-
tific evidence, resulted in many jurisdictions

“"Between 1928 and 1972 forced

sterilization was legalin Alberta’”

in Canada and the United States passing steri-
lization lawa. For example, between 1928 and
1972 forced sterilization was legal in Alberta
under the Alberta Stertlization Act. British
Columbia had a similar plece of legislation in
the same time period.

Tho Alberta Act set out five categories of
people who could be sterilized:

--psychotic patients;
--mental defectives who suffered from ar-
rested or incomplete development of mind
which existed before they turned 18;
=—individuals suffering from epilepsy with
peychesis or mental deterforation;
=—individials suffering from neurusyphilis
not responsive to treatment; and
-=individuals suffering from Huntington's
Chorea,
During the time the Aot was in effect, some
2,500 patients were actually sterilized; 35.3%
A study of

It was believed ttat the decision how this Aot was administered showed that a




greater proportion of eastern Europeans, Indians
ancd Métis were sterilized than of the rest of
the Alberta population.

Under the Alberta law, a Eugenics Board
decided who was capable of giving censeant to
sterilization. If the patient was considered
incompetent, & spouse, a parent, a guardian,
or the Minister of Health was required to con-
sent.

In British Z“olumbia, the Eugenics Board
had first to decide what was more specifically
set out in the Alberta law. There had to be a
unanimous decision by the Board

that procreation by the immate (of a pro-

vineial institution) would be likely to

produce children who by reason of inheri-
tance would nave a tendency to gerioue
mental disease or deficiency.

In the United Scates, 32 states had simil-
ar legislation. In Virginfia it is reported that
8,000 "mental patients" were legally sterilized heréaitary not oms) to saying that sterilization
between 1924 and 1972. The Virginia statute would be of tenefit to those being sterilized,
has not yet been repealed, although the state to their parents, and to potential future chil-

Beard of Health has prohibited its use. The dren.
purpose of the Act is stated to be to prevent The shift in argumeat shows the male biases

"racial degeneracy". that are behind forced sterilization. In the
The laws written in the 1920s were based on €3rly twentieth century, when the white male
inconclusive findings. But the very fact that capitalists were still securing their hold over
legislation existed meant that authorities had the rest of us, the genetic scientists provided
to continue to look for justification for these the rationale. Now the capitalists, through
laws. Although the scientific underpinnings the government, decide for themselves if and

have been shaken and the laws repealed, argu-  ¥here the population should be controlled. This
ments are still made in favour of forced steri- $O0-called "management of human resources" takes

lization. These arguments have shifted from responsibility for decisions about child-bearing
saying it would be of benefit to socisty (the out of the control of individual men and women.




The governmenc establishes standards to
determine which sectors of the population
should be sterilized. Almost without excep=-
tion it is women who are chosen, whether they
be on welfare or mentally handicapped.

The pelite reasons given for sterilizing
mentally handicapped women include, for ex-—
ample, to spare them from the "traumas" of
mothering. It is a matter of foresight, it is
'gaid--a matter of aveiding the strain tho¢ po-
tential children of such "unfit" mothers would
put on community social services.

The real problems ave thus not tackled.
Men have always preferred to exploit and ma-
nipulate resources rather than to develop them
wisely. So it is with their treatment of

women,

Women's bodies are seen as resources to be
controlled and exploited to meet the demands of
the socio-economic system. The contrul of our
bodies has been a long-standing feminist de-
mand. It is the men in power who choose not to
appreach the socio-economic problems which make
it imposaible for all women to have fully de-
veloped self-determined lives.

Aldgon Sasyer te a lavyer now living in Van-
couver, Britich Columbia.

(See thie tosue's Rights und Wrange scotion
on what to do if you or someone olose to you
i threatensd with steriliaation.)




