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"at any rate, when & subject is highly controversial--and
any auestion about sex is that--one cannot hope to tell the
truth. One carn only =how how ohe came to hold whatever opinion
aore does hold. One can onrly give one's audiernce the chance of
drawing their ocun conclusions as they observe the limitations,
the prejudices, the idicsyncracies of the speaker." Virginia

Weoelf (1328)

fic a prelude, it ic important to state that an opinion is
expresszed in this paper, an opinion which guided the selection
aof the material for inclusion, and exclusion. It is an opinion
which the authar wishes to share openiy, rather than to pretend
to have re opinion on the iszsue. This author is a feminist,
arnd this necessarily is reflected througout the practicum

report.,
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Throuah personal and professional exper ience many of us in
the social work profession §re becoming increasingly aware of,
and increasingly alarmed at, the cultural conditiening which
serves to debilitate women Ffrom takKing as active a role as they
can in shaping their ocun lives. Research findings and
dezcriptive literafure have documented the systematic
diccriminaticn against women in cur society. All major
cociopolitical eztablishments have been exposed, including: the

church «Daly, 1878>! government and health care Mendelsohn,

i

1981: Chesler, 13727 Turner and Emery, 1883); educational

G

systems f(HERizons, August 18837 Barduick and Douvan, 1871J; and
the media f{Haskell, 1874: Komisar, 1871). in shoert, women have
beern excluded from full participation in society.

Normanh and Mancuso €1888) list three uways in which women
are victimized by instituticnal sexism. First is the denial of
equal acces:z to the opportunity structure of the society
¢i.e.,workK>. The stigmatizaticn of women by the definition of
them asz infericr to men, and the use of that stigms as an
explanation and rationalization for ithe denial of equal access
tc society's opportunities is another practice. Women's
cppression is then reinforced by the sense of helplessness
created by thiz stigma, which translates into behaviour which
suggests lack of confidence, ability, or capacity to affect

changes in themselves, or in the systems that victimize them.

n

1t is abundantly clear that women are an oppressed group

in cur society, and that this oppression cften leads to



feelings of isclation and pouerlessness. Baszed oh an auwareness
cf the bias inherent in traditional systems when dealing with
women , this practicum represents an attempt to provide an
analysis, and develop practice that allous for healthful
alternatives for social workKk with women, particularly rural
women . It represzents an attempt to accept the special
responsibility of being a woman, in a "women 's profession”
(Humpreys , 1882), and to conceptualize the needs of rural uwomen
in ways that deal! with both women as individuals struggling
with personal problems, and women as &a social group pressured
and pigecn-holed by sccial structures and institutions.
Although little or ne literature is available which
directly speaks %o social work group practice with rural women,
ceveral areas were targeted as important to the development of
this piece of practice: 13 an understanding of women's economic
and pelitical positioen in rural life; 20 cons ideration of
women's persconzal pouwer in rural life, in society , and in
traditicnal practices and 3> discussion of groups for women
within the mutual aid tradition. A chapter is devoted to each

area.,

WoMEN AND RURAL LIFE

Since the rural experience is Knowh to produce its ocun

1ifestyle and preferences, planning interventions with rural

women must be done with auwareness of the characteristics unique



to rural life, and heouw these impact on women. An important
consideration therefore pertains to the differences ig the
lifestwvles and concerns of rural and urban women. Rather than
attempting to analyze whether rural l1ife is better or wWorse
than the urban experience for women, suffice it to say that

there are differences , the impact and rlacement of value as

poz itive or negative is dependent on individual perception.

ar initial clarification of the term "rural® lis in order.
Pural iz a wcrd of several meanings and therefore cpen to many
interpretations and misinterpretations., particularly in a
province where over fifty percent of the population is in one
urban center. Rural women can refer to third world women, farm
women , Single-resource community women, obr zmall town women.

In Manitoba, rural generally refers to any woman not residing
in Winnipeg. For the purposes of this paper the term rural
woman wWill be used in its broadest sense, to include women

cuts ide the major cities of Winnipeg and Brandon. Although the
specific iscues of farm uomen and single-resource community
women Will be acknowledged, it is the general population group
of non-urban women which iz referred to.

Conzidering the paucity of information regarding rural
women, it cseems safe to assume that an owverall characteristic
of thiz group is that of invisibility. Invisibility refers not
only to their lack of visibility as subjects of writers'

attention, but also as recipients of available resources and



cpportunities. This invisibility pervades in areas of
economic, pelitical and perscnal éower. {The reader is askKed to
bear in mind that thesze thecoretical divisions uere created for
study--1ife itself does not easily categorize, nor should the
artificial splits betuween these factors be considered as
reality.)

Lhile the relative invisibility of rural women, compared
+o their urban counterparts, is said to be decreasing with the
spread of women's corganizations intent on being heard {Threatt,
1978Y, a lookK at the relevant facts in these three éreas should

prove to illuminate wemen's position in rural life.

Fronomic Pouwer

Three out of five poor adults in Canada are uwomen.
According to the report "llomen and Poverty" (13732, being a
poor weman is directly connected to the assumption, and
reality, that women will take on the bulkK of the responsibility
for raising the children and maintaining the home, while men
provide the financial security. This results in improper
trainirng for paid jobs, and denial of access to better
positions with advancement cpportunities. When the male
partner failes to materialize, leaves or dies, womeh are
suddernly expected to find ways to support themselves and their
familiesz, opening the doer to poverty and destitution

(D'Connell, 1982).



The relaticonship between women's workK inside (unpaid? and
outside (paid; the home, is & wvicicus circle. One reason unomen
are put in charge of domestic workK is because their husbands
have access to hisher paid and more reszponsible jobs. lWhen
women also get paid jobs, their workK ocutside the home is
uzually treated as secondary, with no lessening of the the home
workload. Studies carried out in Yancouver and Halifax found
that men increase their houseworkK and child care contributions
by an average of one hour per week when their wives get jobs
cutside the home {Meissner and Humphreys, 18737 Clark and
Harvey , 1878). A 10 vear survey of Canadian attitudes towards
women supports these findinss (ldomen's Bureau, 1384). lhen a
crisis cccurs with the family the woman inevitably must bend

her workK schedule to deal with it. Az a result,

women takKe the jobs that allow them to fulfill their
household responsibilities. Suich jobs are often part-time
or after normal workKimg hours. In addition, women may
also *take jobs that are mechanical since the exhaustion of
two jobs makes it difficult to perform work which requires
creative thinkKing and continucus concentration (Armstrong
and Armstrong, 1878, . 1433.
Lhern women take these infericr, lower paying, dead end jobs,
the cex searegation of the wWworkK. home labour force is
reinforced,
Thie segregatiocn of women into lower paying Jjobs is
reflected in the well Known statistic concerning women and

WerK . That is, Canadian women earn on an average of B4 percent

of men's salaries (Free Preszs, 13835). In TABLE 1, data



relating to the incomes of men and women in Fortage La Prarie
and the RM of Portage, the target area of this practicum is
rresented. The information is taken from the 1381 census

material available through the Manitoba Bureau of Statistics.,

The disparity in average income is clearly evident for both
rural and urban Manitoban uwomen. Earning S8-31 percent of
men's salaries places Manitoba women at a greater economic
dizadvantage than the overall Canadian statistics indicate.

Not only is woemen's access to the resources available
through paid emplovyment limited, the characterization of work
sz being dene "inside® and 'outside" the home has been seen as
igror ing women's vital role in production (Eichler, 1838>. By
assuming productien ie unique to the position "ocutside" the
home , to the paid labourer, women's cohtributions in the home,
an the farm, in the family business, and in the community
become invisible.

Although the issue of economic security is one of critical
importance to urban and rural women alikKe, there are a feuw
charactericstics of rural life which seem to magnify the

problem,



TABLE 1

AVERAGE INCOME FOR MEN AND WOMEN IN THREE GEOGRAPHIC AREAS IN MANITOBA

RM of Portage

Portage

Winnipeg

Men 13,040

14,599

16,612

Women 6,588 (50%)

7,499 (51%)

8,254 (50%)




Lower Sociceconomic Status

The lower sociceconcmic status of rural areas (Ginsberg,
1976: Murray and KupinskKy, 19827 Collier, 13984), as indicated
in TABLE 1, when considered in light of the major economic
recezsion of the 1988's, has created an atmosphere of economic
instability in rural areas. Farms and small businesses are
going bancrupt, main industries are shutting douwn , and women in
draves are seekKing employment to help shore up the family
finances. A ztudy of B8 rural women, sponscored by the Maniteba
Action Committee on the Status of Women, hereby referred to as
MACSH (Potter and Dustan, 1883) indicates only 18.3 percent of
the women studied were full-time home-makKers. The remainder
(81.7 %) were emploved full-time or part-time in the family
business or in the community. Although this figure is much
higher than the 51 percent stated by the Manitobsa Department of
Labour (1881), it does reflect the core concern of rural
Wwomen--that of economic survival for themselves and thelir
families.

Consc idered in the light of economic necessity, what does

emplovment outside the home mean to rural women®

Time Conztraints

The "average” Canadian houszewife, employed outside the
home does an average of 30 to 35 hours per weekK of houseuwork
¢tAadvisary Council, 1978), combined with 28 to 48 hours of paid

work in the labour force. A farm woman may average 47 hours



per weeK, of workK on the farm, between May and November and
22.8 hours per week between December and April (SaskKatcheuwan
Labour , 1881).

These figures add up to the major complaint of rural women
uncavered in the Ontaric Study on Rural lWomen (McBhee, 13843,
namely time constrainte and heavy workK leads. This concern is
reflected in the findings of the MACSW study on leisure hours.
Sixty percent of women in the sample identified between € and
15 hours of leizure time per weekK; 174 had less than 3 hours
(Potter and Dustan, 1983). <A simple calculation will put this
figure into perspectived 168 [humber of hours in a weeK]l - 48
freqular work weekKl - 78 [sleep and mealsl = 58 hours of
leisure time.?>

Along with no pay for the majority of workK they do, 58

percent of mens salaries when they do workK, time constraints
and the resulting lack of leisure time, a few other factors

muszt be considered when examining the economic position of

rural women.

Space and Serwvices

Open space is one of the attractions of rural areas. but
it iz & source of difficulty as well. The quality and
availability of public services in rural communities is
affected by space. Delivery of services within the rural
community ic generally more expensive than in urban areas., both

hecause of the louer sociceconomic status of rural communities,



meaning less local contribution to federal and provincial
services , and because of lesser concentration of clients in a
given space, meaning less feasibility of fixed service

locations t(Ellenboger, 1974} Osgood. 1977 Collier, 19845,

For women who must or want to workK, the lack of child care
in rural areas iz & major problem. Today , very few extended
families live nearby, and if they do, they are probably in the
workK force themselves. For some s=ingle parents, the presence
or absence of child care means the difference betueen workKing
and welfare (McGhee, 13845,

Lack of affordable and accessible child care not only
curtails women's necessary involvement in the paid labour
force, and decreases leisure time, it may also limit
invelvement in training opportunities necessary for
advancement, In the Ontaric study previcusly cited (McGhee,
1984, women wnoted that many Job training and retraining
courses are offered in urban centers, a long distance from
haome . Unless a waman can prove she is a main contributor to
+the family income (difficult when she often gets no or little
payvy for much workK), she is ineligiible for allowance to cover
child care expenses. Who then will cover these costs, aas well
as transportation and possible accomodation expenses while
training in the city? The ansuer to this question may
determine who will be able to take advantase of educational

opportunities.
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Rural women face numerous obstacles which impede
atfaiﬁment of financial security: Ffamily obligations,
reinforced by lack of child care’ long distances to training
centers and places of emplovment aggravated by Canada's winter
climate and lack of public transportation’ and government
regulations regarding pay for farm wives and homemakKer pensions
which further reinforce the invisibility of rural women' uwork.

Unfortunately the list goes on., A final obstacle to be
menticned is one which is more elusive, and more difficult to
measure in terms of impact on women's financial security. The

jesue iz one of attitudez and beliets.

Attitudes and Beliefs

Taking into consideration that there may be a wide span of
difference in any given population, rural residents have
consistently been shoun to hold more traditional values and be
more resistant to new views thanm urban residents (Ford, 1878).

Keller and Murray (19882 list four commonly identified
rural valuest: arn emphazis on hard work and mastery of the
physical environment: an emphasis on the importance of family
and community ties: an orientation toward traditional moral
standards and conformity to group normss and fatalism which
accompanies strong ties to the soil and a Keen awareness of
natural rphenomenon. Farley (1882) adds: autonomy and
individualism? respect for privacy? and mistrust of strangers.

in an examination of recent Gallup Opinion Index Data,
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Larson ¢1878) found strong support among rural people for such
positions ast increasing the difficulty of getting a divorce;
opposition to premarital sex; restricting the availability of
contraceptives to teenagers; and prohibiting the sale of
pornographic literature. There was less strong opposition for
limiting the sale of alcoholic beverages. Larson also found
that areater portions of rural pecrle rate themselves as "very
religicus", repcort that they attend church regularly and
indicate a faith in the value of religion for dealins with
medern problems. He found that rural pecple are more likely,
in general, to endorse statements expressing a "conservative"
political philosophy as well.

1t ic not difficult to extend this analysis to include a
strong belief in the concept of women's place in the home. In
fact, it is a histerical traditional in agrarian societies ,
that wives and children are legally under the direction,
rretection and contrel of the landowner. Any wife or child who
attempted to escape from this rule, was ordered back to the
macter. Modern rural societies have mellowed somewhat, but the
legacy remains. Wives and childern often do hot have
independent means of supporti the rural church provides
ideological support by preaching the virtues of the dependent
ctatus of women; and community serwvices dealing with these
issues are practic%lly ron-existent (Collier, 1884>. The
conservatism of rural attitudes often makKes it difficult for a

womar to seek and hold employment, particularly in
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non-traditional, higher paring Jjobs. In conclusion, it can be
stated unequivocably that rural women have obvious additicnal

barriers to achieving eccnomic independence.

Political Power

Toe one degree or ancother, women have tended to defer to
the political Jjudgement of men. In this country and
eleeuwhere, sex roles have been so defined that politics is
primarily the businezss of men f(Constantini and Craik,
1372, p.2227.

This deference to the political prouwess of men is paralell
to the situation of women in the economic sphere. Both
contribute to the inwisibility of women in rural life. iWhen
rural women were surveved regarding the question of women's
parity to men in community decision makKing, 65 percent
rezsponded that women had much less parity than men. A further
27 percent responded with a little less parity. Only eight
percent of the women felt they had equal parity in community
decision makKing {(Potter and Dustan, 1883).

This lack of decision makKing power in the community is
evident despite the high degree of community involvement of
rural women. Britton (1984 reports on a study of farm women
in Prince Edward lIsland done by Leona Mclsaac. Mc Isaac found
an average per womanh of 18.5 hours per month in community work,
and an average of two group memberships.,

Historically, women have lons been involved in community

activities, but it appears their participation has generally
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been limited to secondary roles, a pattern also appearing in
partisan political involvement (Brodie and VicKers, 1882);
Coammunities and families have placed a great number of
expectations on rural women. Many small communities offer a
large number of associations equal to those available in larger
centers, but the volunteer workers who develop these groups are
few in numbers, thus the burden is heavier for each individual
(Mznitoba Department of Labour, 138835. Joyce Harrison, a rural
MACSW member , sums up the situation succinctly:?
Rural women are toc busy with church Work, commun ity Work,
foul suppers, bakKe sales, rummage sales, canvassing for
the Red Cross, Cancer Fund, Heart Fund, and all the octher
funds. Women don't have the time to take part, or don't

see the need to takKe part in what is happening cutside the
community (MACSW, January, 1383).

The CRDC (Canadian Rural Development Council) (1873) report on
rural women, ackKnouledges women's invisibility in community
decizion makKina, and adds that the communities themselves are
being shortchanged to the extent that uwomen are uninvolved in
the development process. The report comments that "it is
thought to be in the best interests of the commun ity and
undoubtably of benefit to individual women that concrete steps
be taken to identify, improve and utilize their (women 's )
talents in this process (p.28)". Unfortunately, it appears.,
few rural communities have takern action to right this
situatioﬁ.

When the issue of political invisibility is discussed, the

tendency has been to ignore envirenmental and societal
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constraints, family/job obligations, the lacK of leisure time
taxed by too many community expectatigns, and the travel
related problems of distance, weather, and fuel prices, and to
focus instead on the individual woman. A summary of an early

rural women's conference illustrates this concept:

Several reacons uere offered to explain this lack of
involvement: apathy: laziness! lack of auareness that
problems exists lackK of appropriate analysis to explain
problems and suggest effective strategies to deal uith
them. .lWomen are not motivated to act in their oun best
interests. They may be uninformed, defensive, and feel
threatened. Alsc, women who step outside the traditional
role face social disapproval within their communities, and
most try to aveid inviting such disapproval (Women 's
Program, 1375, p. 4J.

Women themselves, in discussing their potential

involwement in farm organizations, reveal individual
orientaticns. In the Ontarioc study (McGhee, 1884), SE6 percent
of the women stated they uere hesitant to accept office or
attend male-dominated meetings until they had acquired more
agricultural Knowledge. A lack of self confidence, especially
a fear of being ridiculed, and thus letting their husbands
doun, held them back.

The Research, fActicn and Education Centre (18822 prowvides

insight into this point in question:
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The cnus is always on the individual, rot on an analysis
of why women are not presently in leadership roles, uwhy
they lack the necessary sKills and confidence, not aon the-
role that men must play in freeing women for active
invalvement. None of the crganizations in which men are
predaominantly active put any real emphasis on structural
accomodations to facilitate the involvement of women (day
care, car pools, Kitchen meetings, etc.? <(p. 145.

In discussing rural uwomen's political invisibility, it
mucst be pointed cut that this is paralell to the lackKk of
political pouwer of uwomen in general. Women are neither
socialized for political competition, nor encouraged to
participate in political activities. We lack political role

models and the opportunities to develop the necessary

leadership sKills. Consequently, we are lessz confident of our

political capabilities (Bokemeir and Tait, 19887, ThisTackK ot

political efficacy should be considered in light of the fact

that women only gained suffrage some B8 wvears ago ( 1917

federally, and 1917 in Manitoba), a campaisn that took sightly

more than half a century (Brodie and VicKers, 138&).

As confident as individual women may become, institutional

sexism provides barriers at all levels of political

involvement, which have Kept women from political pouer.

Brodie and YickKers ¢1922) provide an interesting assessment of

Caradian women in politics, delineating thesze sexist

structures, but alsc promoting the fact that women are getting

through. The 1884 federal election sauw more women involwved in

the lobbying process, more uwomen than ever elected to

parliament, as uwell as a separate debate for women's issues.
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Aalthough rural women are not hishly represented at
municipal, provincial or federal levels, they seem to be moving
towards political &action. Pat Ccoper (1873>, an urban MACSW
member , descr ibes the process as follows:

More and more wvoluntary organizations are makK ing

commitments to influence public policy. Women are using

the ir organizations first to educate the membership about
the community and, ssecondly, to actively lobby decision
meKers on gaps in service to their community.

More and more women want to be where the action is, they

want to influence and help shape the forces of change.

Weamen as volunteers are telling themselves they have a

respons ibility to be advocates and speakK out

affirmatively, even militantly, on issues that affect

their membership (p. 124).

Rural women, at this time, continue 1o have a higher
degree of political ihvisibility that their urban sisters, but
hope can be invested in rural women' herstoric commitment to
commun ity involvement and their emerging sensitivity to and
willingnesse toc be involwved in more political action on their
owrn behalf. Remember , rural Manitoban women already have at
least one role model--Nellie McClung was a rural woman.

Having outlined the significant factors which contribute
to women's economic and political invisibility, Chapter & will

deal with women's lack of personal pouwer, evidenced by our high

rates of depression and contact with helping professionals.
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WOMEN'S PERSONAL POLER

The personal pouwer of uwomen, or lack of it, can be
understood as a political issue. The limiting of econcomic and
political power is directly connected to the lessening of
personal pouer. These limitations often translate into
behaviour which is interpreted as lack of ability, capacity or
confidence to effect change in women's personal lives or in the
systems that oppress them (Norman and Mancuso, 138@).

Certain elements of rural life combine with an owverall
rattern of zocietal sterectyping to produce an environment
which serves to decrease womeh's potential for pPersocnal pouwer,
and increase women's potential to seekK out mental health
cervices. This is not to say that rural uwomen do seek out
cervics more often, as fewer social services are available
{(Collier, 1884, aﬁd rural attitudes of self-sufficiency makKe
ceeKing ocutside help more difficult (Farley, 1882), only to
point ocut potential hazards to rural women's mental health.
Sexist bisas within the traditional helping system can serve to
meintain this imbalance. This chapter uwill attempt to

delineate thesze Ffactors.

Rural Factors

Several aspects of rural life, including those which
promote economic and political invisibility, impede women's

attainment of persocnal pouwer. These include isoclation,
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heightened rural stress, and the occurrence of battering.

Izclation

Haussman and Halseth (13883) are two of the feuw authors to
address the mental health need:s of rural women. They wview
depressior in rural women as & problem of epidemic proportions.
although urban women are far from immune. They 1inkK depression
to low incoeme, lack of social and educational opportunities,
inadequate resources in childcare, transportation difficulties,
traditional family role demands regardless of a woman's
emplovment, and isclatiocn. Evans and Cooperstock (18983)
confirm this analysis in their study of the psychosocial
probleme facing rural woemen in primary resource communities.
flthough women in primary resource communities, colloquially
called "beom towns", face more severe isolation from other
communities and from extended family, compounded by a high
turnover of friends, they have many problems in common with
rural women in small touwn Canada. Evans and CocoperctocK cite
evidence regarding the prescribing of minor tranquilizers and
anti-depressants to women as exceptionally high, a problem also
noeted in Ireland's (18832 study of farm womer. Isolation is of
primary importance, with the following factors contributing:
difficult climate: poor or non-existent public transportation
within the community? lackK of child care facilitiess lackK of

appropriate public places to meet other women dur ing the day or
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evening! and the emotional isolation of living in & male
eriented culture.

Geographical isclation is indeed a critical cemponent in a
discuyssion of rural women's pouer, Space has been seen to
create additional hazards to a woman attempting to increase her
economic power throush employment or training. Political pouer
i limited by lack of information and personal isclation.
Space, decspite popular belief to the contrary, may not be more
beneficial to perscnal well being either. Evidence presented
by lWlebh and Colette (1877, indicates that isolation, resulting
in greater boredom and familiarity, contributes to a higher
usage of stress-alleviating drugs. They found the per capita

use of drugs to be inversely related to community population

cize in New Zealand, where sociceconomic status is not related

to population size.

Isolation can affect both the traditional rural woman and

the "not soc traditichnal" women in other less cbvious wavs.

Keller and Murray (1982) uce an example of a woman's situation

4o illustrate the difficulties which may cccur uhen urban and

rural belief zyvstems meet.

Cons ider for example & tradition-oriented, rural farm wife
(woman) who is frequently exposed to modern feminist
views. While the urban woman may have multiple
opportunities to explore the meaning of such vieuws in her
life, the rural woman may have no such opportunities, and
the information may become a source of confusion and
distress (p. 8.

Tanva Lester (1884) reports on the izsue of "coming-out", as
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discussed at the recent rural women's conference in Minnedosa.

The "closet feminist" term was used by many of the women
throughout the ueekKend. It seems if a feminist
"cames —out” in rural Manitoba, she stands a good chance of
being isclated and sterectyped. Some of the negative
qualities associated with people’'s perceptions of a
feminist were identified ast: man-hating, family hating,
unreasonable, extremist, bitchy, and humourless (p.16>.
Isclation must therefore be acknouwledged as a primary
contributor to rural women's lack of personal pouer. Isglation
not chnly contributes to psychosocial distress in general ways,

it combirnes with other factors related to stress and battering

to compound the difficulty of achieving personal empouerment.

Rural Streszs and Battering

The lack of econcmic, political and personal power of
rural women is often discussed in terms of stress. Stress was
a major topic at the hearings for the Ontario study on rural
womern (McGhee,1984), with 45 percent of submissions dealing
with thiz sublject.

Stress is expresszed physically as fatigue, irritability,
inzomnia, marital conflict, digsestive upsets, depression,
teadaches , anger, frustration, hostility, and indecision
(Ireland, 1983). Stress may alsoc be expressed in terms of
violence against women, a major concern of rural women.

Wife battering is a fact of life, with some studies
suggesting it cccurs in one out of every ten Canadian families.

1t crosses all ages, races, and income lewvels and is believed
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to be as common in rural areas as it is in urban centers
(Martin., £97s>. Although the incidence of battering méy be the
similar in rural and urban settings, rural women may face more
difficult conditions in attempting to resolve the situation.
Along with feuer helping services, rural attitudes, geographic
icolation and the open communication system, heighten the
strecses inherenmt in resolution of a battered woman's dilemma.
Nomeh who are bhattered suffer physical andsor
psychological harm from their husband or lover. If they seek
help ocutside the family, and find that none is forthcoming,
their suffering is exacerbated. There is a taboo against
calling the police or takKing a husband to ceourt. The battered
woman is often blamed for her husband's behaviour. In
interviewing Ontaric farm women, McGhee (1884) stated that at
three out of 24 locations, colder uwomen blamed wives for
creating their own problems. She reports, "they held the
traditional wiew that others should not get invelved in a
family matter. They subscribed to the belief that women uere
expected to obey their husbands and follouw a path of seldf
denial <p. 342", A victim's reluctance to seek help may also
stem from an ecornomic dependence on the husband and her oun
inablility to provide for the children. In rural aresas,;
geographic isclation exacerbates the problem. Inclement
wezather, poor transportation, lack of services, and a lackK of
ancnvymity also make it very difficult for battered women to

zeek help and find alternatives to liwing mith continued
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violence <(Claerhout, Elder and Janes, 1882). Shelters for
battered women are beginning to appear in some of the larger
centers, but in many rural areas they are non-existent. The
perscnal interdependence and lack of privacy in rural areas
creates problems with the placement of shelters. In urban
areas the locations of shelters or transition houses are not
generally Known, an important factor in giving women the safety
of Knowing that their husbands can not follow them. In rural
areas, the difficulty of Keeping the location private increases
due to the open communication system (Johnson, 1878).

Az pressing as the issues of viclence tocwards women are to
some , rural communities do nhot seem to provide much support for

rural wemen in a time of crisis. A short article in NetworkKk, a

SasKatchewan wcmen's paper (189832, provides enlightening

examples of women whoe feel they have nowhere to turnt

For the mother who hides the continual cccurrance of
incest in the family unit,. khere does she obtain the
counselling and medical help needed? Houw does she
effectively prevent a reccurrance of this aggression by
the male figure?

The single woman who suffers sexual harassment on the job.
Can she take the risk of losing the Jjob should she
publically proclaim the insult and hurt she suffers?

The woman who is battered has refuge in a city at least
one hundred miles away. I she can find a way to get
there, then what?

Then there is the grandmother who shudders at the display
af "hate literature” in the sgrocery store. She Knows how
many pecple are disturbed by this downgrading of the
quality of life that voung people should expect. Her
expression of opinion, is it takKen seriously? (p. 122

Prior to moving on to further discussion regarding what

can be done to help generate power in women's lives, it is



necessary to review the overall pattern of societal
stereotyping ., uﬁich combines with these elements of rural life
to further decrease womeh's personal pouwer. LackK of pouwer in
women's lives can be explored inm relation to our position in
the phvsical and mental health systems, as many women, finding
themselves pouerless to help themselves, turn to helping
professionals. With this in mind, women's status as clients of
the mental health syvstem, hou this status is influenced by
traditional sex roles, and the resulting loss of personal

pouer , will be explored.

Social Roles and Mental Health

»

When faced with the statistics on women as users of mental
and physical health services one comes face to face with at
least one situation in which women makKe up the majority.
Greenspan (1883) stated that in the United States, women
comprise tuwo-thirds of the adult population seekKing help at
aagencies and hospitals, and 84 percent of all psychotherapy
patients., Dr. Patricia Kaufert's Canadian study on women as
patients, still underway, confirms women's status in Canada as
major ity uszers of these services. Gove and Tudor (1873)
studied both treated and untreated populaticons in Western
societies and found that women have higher rates of mild
psvchiatric disorder than men.

Once one disregards the theory of women's biocleogical
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inferiority as an explanation and rationalization for uwomen's
high utilization of help, several factors linked to traditionQI
cex role expectations appear to contribute to this phenomenon.

Depression is a symptom which is exibited by women at tuo
to five times the male rate (Scarf, 1978). It is one of the
main ressons women gc for help (Fransella and Frest, 18777,
including rural women ¢(Haussman and Halseth, 1383>. Due to its
prevalence as a "femzale disorder”, many researchers have
attempted to understand the impact of social roles on mental
health through the study of depression.

Sex role theorists, (Bardwick and Douvan, 18717
Lipman-Bluman, 1384 with a focus on the sccialization process

which creates and or reinforces gender differences, have

forwarded three main differences between men and women that may
contribute to higher ratesz of depression {andsor help seekKingl.
These includet! +the basis on which self esteem and
relationships with others are formed’? the ways that males and
females are supposed to shouw agressions and their differing

zense of control over their environment.

Self-Esteem and Relationships

Women are sccialized 4o be more dependent on others for
the development of a positive self concept. From arocund the
age of tuc, when children are no longer perceived as infants
but as children, boys experience more prohibitions for a uwider

rarnge of behaviour than do girls. 1ri addition, and of special
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importance, dependent behaviour, normal to all young children,
is permitted for girls and prohibited {ortboys. This
combination results in girls not being encouraged to give up
old techniques for relating to adults. They therefore tend to
use others to define their identitiy, to manipulate the
physical world and to supply their emotional needs (Barduwick,
18715, It is a natural extension that the core of the feminine
role consists of pleasing others and being liKed by others.

One result of this, according to Barduwick and Douvan (1871), is
that personal qualities such as independence, aggression, and
competitiveness, which might threaten heterosexual
relationships, are given up.

Not only are women considered incomplete without & husband
and children, they have been assigned almost exclusive
responsibility for the emotional well-being of the family
{Berlin, 18976; Norman and Mancuso., 1sée>. Scart (1873
proposed that women receive ferociocus training in a direction
that leads women away from thinking "what do I want" and toward
*what do they want aor need of me". Lilly WalKer, quoted in
Kadota (1984), sees this as the major hurdle for rural wWomen in
self-improvement, particularly in advanced education. This
other-directedness pushes women towards a few powerfully
important relationships, creating a situation where "to fail in
the relaticnship is to fail in everything". Scarf (18978, sees
relationship breakdown as the most common cause of depression

in women.
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The structure of the traditional marital relatiocnship, as
in the early agrarian?days, in which husbands are assumed to be
supericr to and dominant over wives, also serves to limit
women's personal power, Norman (198@> explored some of the

wavs in which this structure is perpetuated today.

Aggression

ficcording *to sex role nerms, the overt expression of anger
is less appropriate for women than for men. Wemen are taught
t5 control aggressive feelings (Bardwick, 18717 Bloch, 1873}
Chesler, 1872). Wlamen are more liKely to introject, rather
trhan externalize anser or conflict in the form of
self-criticism. This process characterizes depressive
reactions (Rosenfield, 1880). The limited ability to express
ariger is closely connected to the importance of interpersonal
relationships. Gilligan (1332) proposed that women's desire
for connectedrness, and men's push for separateness, allows men
t0 aggress against others while prohibiting women from doing
the same. Paula Caplan (1921 noted that when women's
aggrezsion is external, it is largely directed toward people
whose return anger will not be catastrophic to self-esteem,
that is, other wamen.

While men rely on reasoned argument or asgression to get
their way, women freguently have to rely on less direct methods
for fear of loss of relationship. These tactics may include

showing emction, baraains, hints, rewards and coercion. This



27

practice catches women in a double bind.

Although feminine strategies often work, their use can
cericusly damage & woman's self esteem and diminish the
recpect she gets from others, Eut if she adopts the more
effective techrniques used mostly by men, she may be called
pushy or aggressive (Johnson and Goodchilds, 1876, p. B8,

This lesaves wcmen few options, other than silence, the

internalization of conflict, and the resulting illness.

Control Quer Environment

The pouer difference betueen men and women, or the fact of
wemen's limited control over many of the rules of the game

(political pouwer? and the economic resources needed for

csurvival, contributes substantially 1o womern's status as
consumers of health services. The learned helplessness model
developed by Seligman (18752, as applied to depression, is
concerned with power, in the sense of control over one’'s
anvironment. This model proposes that helplessness is the
cslient characteristic of depression, and that it results from
learning that one's actichns do not produce predictable
responses, Although Seligman does net allude to women in his
analysis, Radoff (1975) suggests that "women are both more
suceptible (i.e. have experienced more training in learned
helpleszhess? and more exposed to current situations of
helplecsness (i.e. where they have little control over what
harpens to them) (p. 263>". When combined with the belief in

fztalism already prevalent in rural areas, rural women 's
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potential for learned helplesshness increases.

While the preceding anglysis has focused on depression,
strong acceptance of traditional femininity has consistently
been related to high anxiety and low self-acceptance (MNorman,
1980). Given that rural people are Known for their belief in
traditional roles for women, it follows that this may be linKed
to low self-acceptance and high anxiety as noted by Kadota

1984 and Haussmarn and Halseth (188&>.

Bizsed Traditional Helping System

Apart from biology and sex role differentiation as

responses to the obwiocusly complex question of why women are

more often patients of the system, there is one other area
worthy of exploraticn--the inherent sexist bias in the
traditional helping system.

Ne one can deny the presence of widely shared conceptions
of what are defined as appropriate masculine and feminine
characteristice and behaviours. One of the consequences of
having different views of what is appropriate behaviour for
each gender is that people then use di%ferenf standards of
judgement when they evaluate identical behaviocurs in women
compared to men (Garvin and Reed, 1883». The findings of
Broverman, ClarKson and Frank (1878) suprort this statement.
Professionals were found to hold different standards of adult

mental health, with the definition of seneral merntal health



coinciding with the masculine stereotype. That is, the
description given by clinicians of a "healthy woman" did not
coincide with the description of a "healthy adult". Ilomen were
ceern to differ from healthy adults (men) by being more
submissive, less independert, less adventurous, more easily
influenced, less aggreszsive, less competitive, more excitable
in miner crises, having their feelings more easily hurt, being
more conceited about their aprpearance, less objective, and
disliking math and science. Thiz consztellation of feminine
attributes ases hevond mere sterectyping, it becomes & powerful
negative assessment. Studies have indicated that these

attitudes affect the perception of pecople’'s problems and their

treatment (Kinsel, 1374>.

Phyllis Chesler (18722 contends that women tend to be
diagnosed, that is, called "depressed" or "disturbed" or
"erazy" or "mad", with sinister readiness. She maintains that
this ready diagnosis is a means of punishing women whe do not
adjust to and accept their traditional female roles. ©Szasz
{1861) alsce documented the ways in which women whe attempt to
excercise options other than those available within their
traditional rcles are stigmatized as mentally ill. Cynthia
Epstein (1870) found that women who takKe an active stand on
their own behalf, run the risK of ostracism and of a diagnostic
label of "personality disorder®.

Bevond the potential of being labelled "crazier" more

quickKly, women's emctional symptoms are often seen as divorced
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from any current social, historical or economic context, in
traditional therapy. A Key component of the traditiénal
system is the view that the private, personal realm of the
individual is one polarity and the public, social realm is the
cther. Locating all causzality within the individual can come
dangerously close to "blaming the victim” (see Ryan, 13871).
Ignoring the sccial factors insures the continuation of the
ctatus quo, which rests on the subordination of women's needs.
Weissman (1871) provides ample support for the folly of

igrioring sccial context when looKing at pecople's behaviour:

c..1f subjects under quite innocuous and noncoercive
coenditions can be made to Kill other subjects and under
other types of social conditions will positively refuse to
do so (Milgram, 1865); if subjects can react to a state ot
phyvsiological fear by becoming euphoric, because somebody
else arcund iz euphoric, or angry, because somebody else
is angrvy (Schachter and Singer, 1882); if students become
intelligent because teachers expect them to be intelligent
(Rosenthal and Jacocbsen, 13968) and rats run mazes better
becausze experimenters are told the rats are bright
(Rosenthal and Fode, 19612, then it is obvious that a
study of human behaviocur requires, first and formost, a
study of the zocisl contexts within which people move, of
the expectations about how they will behave, and of the
authority that tells them who they are and what they are
supposed to do (p. 2172. (emphasis mine)

When one considers the social context of rural (and urban)
women's lives, it is hardly suprising that women in a
male-dominated culture may develop symptoms of powerlesshness
such‘as depression. To remove the social context, is to set

women up for self-condemning internalization, considered by

Greenspan (1383) to be a major aspect of the psychosocial
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oppression of women.

The complaints laid at the &oor of traditional
psychotherapy have been summarized in four catagories by the
Amer ican Pswvcholosical Association TaskK Force on Sex Bias and
Sex Role Stereotyping in Psychotherapeutic Practice (137453
fostering traditional sex roles; bias in expectations and
devaluation of uwomen’ sexist use of psychoanalytic concepts’
and responding to women as sex objects, including seduction of
wamer clients.

It is clear that in traditional psychotherapy the
subjugation of women has been accerpted, interpreted and in fact
reinforced by therapists. finy manifestation of discontent by
woemer is interpreted as psychopathology. The therarpeutic goal
has been to move women toward a greater acceptance of their
presumed inferior status <(Russel, 1873). Helen Levine {(13982)
presented an excellent summary of the issues, and alsoc a good
rationale to begin the discussion of an alternative for better

work with wemen, namely groups within the mutual aid tradition.

By and large, women have Ffound that helpers stress
adjustment rather than change’ individual, not collective
¢t political solutionsf personal pathology’ weakKness
rather than strength: the psvyche unrelated to economic and
sccial hazards in women's lives’? and the authority of male
experts, male management and male decision-makKers in and
bevond the home....the goal of ensuring that women remain
in their place, serving others and sacrificing their own
separate, adult, human rights has often been found lurking
unnderneath the subtle and scphisticated surface of
therapy, counselling and treatment (p. 77J.

This understanding of the relationzships betuween women,
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mental health, the systems in which we live and workK, and the
need for alternative models, formed the underlying B
philosophical base of the practicum, In the next chapter the

potential of cne social work intervention in worKing with women

will be explored.
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MUTUAL AID GROUPS AND RURAL WOMEN

One of the most positive aspects of rural life has been,

and continues to be, the existence of well developed natural

helping svystems. Davenports (1882), in their study of social

networks, stated that natural helping systems are more

prevalent, if not more important in rural areas. One reason is

because of limited professzional services. Although there is

some

indication of deterioration of these helping netuorkKs

(Murray and Kupinsky, 18822, they remain a major influence in

family life.

clue

Collier (1984 wviews the rural cooperative movements as a

te effective social work in rural areast

The important principle in the cooperative movement amonsg
farmers is that, in exchange for getting help, each menmber
must give help as well. No obligaticn extends beyond the
terms established by the cooperative. Perscnal integrity
is maintained. The individual, with others uwho produce
the same product and face the same conditions, can beat
problems that, alone would be unzolvable. Yet no charity
is involved. Fven activities liKe barnraisingss and
harvest "bees" are seen as help giving in a time of need
or disaster, not as a matter cof helping the weak or the
lazy. It is fully expected that the receiver return the
help under similar circumstances. Help offered in the
community is given by peers and community members, not by
ocutside experts and foreigners (p. 102).

Given the historical precedent of mutual aid in rural

areas, consideration of mutual aid sroups as a toocl to engage

rural

women in a process of empouerment is in order.

Mutual ARid Grouprs

Mutual aid, or self-help groups, emerged in the 1938's ,
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twe groups, with particularly stigmatized

conditions--mental retardation and alcoholism, began to create,

independently of each other, wavs for the stigmatized to serve

each

other as an alternative to professional bureaucracies

{Steinman and Traustein, 1876).

Since their inception, various definitions and catagories

of mutual aid have been propozed by profeszsionals studyving

them,

Katz and Bender (1876a) provide a broad definitiorn which

seems to capture the essence of the ranse possible:

Self-help groups are wvoluntary, small group structures for
mutual aid and the accomplishment of a special purpose.
They are usually formed by peers who have come together
for mutual assistance in satisfying a common need,
overcoming a common handicap or life-disrupting problem,

and bringing about desired social andsor personal change.
The initiators and members of such groups perceive that
their needs are not, or cannct be, met by or through
existing social institutions. Self-help groups emphasize
face-to-face social interactions and the assumption of
personal responsibility by members. They often provide
material assistance, as uell as emotional suppcocrts they
are frequently cause oriented and promulgate an ideclogy
or values through which members may attain an enhanced
sense of perscnal identity (p. 892.

Historically, mutual aid groups have plaved a large part

in social and cultural change (Katz and Bender, 1876bJ, uwith

the founders often bevond or in disagreement with the

conventional theories of the time {(Lieberman, Boreman, Leonard,

and Bond, 1373, Steinman and Traustein (183768) hypothesize

that

an al

the mutual aid movement gained credibility and strength as

ternative to professicnal hierarchy and bureaucracy and to

stigmatizing labels and stereotyvres. Their study of self-help
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organizations identified a major goal as "redefinition of

problems "™ through personal solutions and/scr political action.

In the achievement of this goal, Reissman {1978)

attributes the greatest degree of success to two factors: the

fact that such groups are empouering’? and the aprofessional

dimension.

Empouwerment refers to the issue of members feeling and

using their ouwn strengths, their cun power, to have control

over their owun lives, individually and collectively, Both the

"helper —therapy " and "consumer intensivity" concepts are

important aspects of empouerment. The "helrer-therapy"

principle, involwves the notion that the benefits which ususally

accrue to the professional helper, including less dependency,

ability to view the problem more objectively, and altruism or
cocial usefulness, can be experienced by all members as actual
and potentizl helpers. The concept of "consumer intensivity”,
refers to the consumers {(clients) asz being primary in helping
themselves and each other, rather tharn depending on the experts
(Reissman, 187B).

The aprafescsional dimension, or anti-system bias, serves
as & counter balance to some of the intrinsic limitations of
the professional Knowledge-based, systematic, distanced
approach and some of the extrinsic difficultiez related to the
way the professional functions in ocur scociety. A feuw of the
Key differences betueen traditional therapy and mutual aid are

listed in TABLE 2, adapted from Reissman (1876, p. 447.
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Insert TABLE & About Here

Reissman (1876) asserted that the elements of the

aprofeszsional dimension in combination with empouwerment, are

the main reason why mutual aid can be useful to a broad range

of populations.

In summary, it is important to note that mutual aid seems

te workK, by a personal.spolitical process of empouerment,

without professionalism and bureaucracy, in small face-to-face

groups which result in normalizing problems and supporting

people to cope more effectively. The next section will explore

the potential use of mutual aid groups in social work uwith

women clients.

Groups For Women

The concept of mutual aid in groups is not a new one when

applied to women, rural ar urban. As a matter of fact, Lewy

(1976) obszserved that with the exception of Alcecholics

Anonvmous , all groups he studied were exclusively or

predominantly femzale.

So, here again women outnumber men. FPerhaps mutual aid

groups are a beneficial therapeutic forum for women to

dominate, particularly groups in which women can help uwomen on

perschal and political fronts to deal with the "stigmatized”



TABLE 2

COMPARISON OF TRADITIONAL THERAPY AND MUTUAL AID GROUP CHARACTERISTICS

Traditional Therapy '*

Mutual Aid Groups

Professional, expert therapy

Non-professional group parity

Therapist is presumed normal, does
not identify with patient

Peers are similarly afflicted;
identify with each other

Therapist is not a role model; does
not set personal examples

Peers are role models; must
set examples for each other

Therapist is non-critical; non-
judgemental; neutral; listens

Peers are active, judgemental,
supportive; critical; talk

Patients unilaterally divulge to
therapist; disclosures are secret

Peers divulge to each other;
disclosures are shared

Patients expect only to receive support

Peers must also give support

Concerned about symptom substitution
if underlying causes are not removed

Urges appropriate behaviour;
not concerned about symptom
substitution

Therapist-patient relationship has
little direct community impact **

Peers' intersocial involvement
has considerable impact

Everyday problems subordinated to long
range cure

Primary emphasis on day-to-day
victories

Extracurricular contact and social-
ization with therapist discouraged

Continuing support and
socialization available

Patient cannot achieve parity with
therapist

Members may themselves may be
active therapists (helpers)

* Traditional therapy refers to those forms of therapy which do
not consider information regarding status of women in society.
**%* This does not necessarily hold true entirely in rural areas if

therapist resides in community.



37

position of being female in a male-dominated culture. Mutual
aid gfoups by their very structure, serve to elimihate one of
the most detrimental aspects of traditional therapy for women,
namely the pouer differential betueen therapist and client.

The concept of & power differential is built into the very
nature of the therapsutic situation., Clients typically wvisit
therapists when they are having problems, problems they can not
cope with themselves, They see themselves as lacking pouer
over their cun or others actions or they would not be there.
The therapist on the other hand, simply because sz/he is in a
position of providing help and of having services that another
needs and desires, is in a position of power <{(Gannon, 1882).

This pouwer differential not only serves to enhance a

Wwoman 's feelings of pouerlessness (Chesler, 1872)>, but also may

lead her to use the technigques already available ta her, to

gain pouwer. Theze techniques, sometimes referred to as

"micro-manipulation® (Lipman-Blumen, 18842, may actually

contribute to lowered self-esteem, depression and the

ineffectual problem-solving activities that frequently motivate

somen to seek therapy (Gannon, 1982: Johnson and Goodchilds,

13762 .

Using mutual aid to counteract the unhealthy pouwer

imbalance inherent in traditional therapy can begin the helping

process leading to women' empouwerment. Mutual aid groups have

other features which makKe them helpful to women.

When takKing a socioclogical approach, one which group HWork
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readily lends itself to, women are seen to exist as an
oppressed group, with one major characteristic (other than
their majority in numbers) which sets them apart from octher
cppressed groups--women live side by side with the oppressor.
Women and men are bound toegether in a much larger sex-gender
system through sexuality, marriage and procreation, which
increases the difficulty of living apart. Segregation is not
even a choice for the sexes as it is for racial, political,
religiocus, or cother social groups locKed into power
relationships. Mary women, particularly those who live with
men, are ezsentially segregated from octher non-Kin women, and
are prevented from recognizing the sources of their

pomerleszsness, a recognition other groups have learned in the

ghetto (Lipman-Blumen, 1884; Goode, 1388). This segregation,

heightened by rural factors related to isclation, results in

few opportunities for women to share their common plight, to

validate each other, and to free up ideas and anger to workKk on

their own behal+. On their OWN behalf is the operative word,

as women, particularly rural wemen have long been organized to

act on behalf of octhers. In fact, it was in fighting on behalf

cf others, for integration of BlacKs and peace in Vietrnam, that

the women's movement caught its second wind (MacKie, 1883).

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, an early suffragist, recognized

self-sacrifice as detrimental to the fight for women's rights.

She is auoted as telling a reporter to "put it douwn in capital

letterst SELF-DEVELOPMENT 1S A HIGHER DBUTY THAN
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SELLF-SACRIFICE. The thing which most retards and militates
against women's self-development is self-sacrifice” (Gilligan,
1982, p. 12885, Gilligan ¢1882>, in her analwvsis of womens'

rights and womens' judsement, concurs with Stantont

The noticon that virtue for women lies in self-sacrifice
has comrlicated the course of women's development by
putting the moral icsue of goodness against the adult
questiocn of responsibility and choice. In addition, the
ethic of self-sacrifice is directly in conflict with the
concept of rights that haz, in this past century,
supported women's claim teo & fair share of social Justice
Tp. 1322,

Mutual aid groups, while eliminating the pouer
differential, and decreasing women's isclaticn from each other,

can serve to empouwer women to act on their ouwn behalf--both

politically and perschnally. This goal can best be achieved in
all~-woman groups. Before an accusation of reverse
discrimination is laid, the factors uwhich contribute to this

conclusion will be delineated.

The Casze For All-lWoman Groups

It is & reality in our scciety that men have more pouer
than womern. Power , uzually analyzed macresocially, can also be
analvzed in everwvday interaction, as what people do in specific
interactions expresses and reflects historical and
cocisstructural forces bevond the boundaries of their encounter

{Fizshman, 1878)>,.

Studies in speech habits, have shown that in both wverbal
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(Kramer , Thorrne and Henley, 1978) and non-verbal (Henley, 1877)
commun ication, the patterns-between men and women resemble
those betuween other dominants and subordinates. Thorne (18730,
when studying grour interaction and communication patterns
found that men talked more, toocK more turns at talkKing, and
initiated 96 percent of all interruptions, and in that way
controlled the topic of conversation. lhen women interrupted
to try to regain the floor, they were ignored. Fishman (18780,

cbeserving similar interaction patterns between men and women in

maritazl relaticnships, dreuw the following conclusions:

The failure of the women's attempts at interaction is not
due to anvthing inherent in their talk, but to the failure
of the men to respond, to do interactional workK. The

success of the men's remarKs is due to the woman doing

interaction workK in respocnse to attempts by the men.

Thus, the definition of what is appropriate or

inappropriate conversation becomes a man's choice. bWhat

part of the world the interactants orient to, construct
and maintain the reality of, is his choice, not hers. Yet

the womer: labor the hardest in makKing interactions go «p.

4¢4)5 .,

Bevond men controlling language patterns and topics of
conversation, as a reflection of male dominance, women need an
atmoeephere which allows them to develop the meaningful
relatiocnships with cther uwomen scociety ordinarily denies
tGottleib, Burden, McCormickK and McCarthy, 18832, According to
come rezearchers, increased geagraphic mobility, shifts in the
definition of sex roles, and other sccial changes have led to

increazed lonel iness, sccial isclatiorn and friendship

deprivation among women (Weiss, 19787 Richardson, 18843,
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CarlockK and Martin (1877 note that due to the dominance of the
pairing\thenﬁ in mixed groups (men and uwomen’, women do no%
develorp feelings of closeness Ffor other women. WalKer (18817
adds that in mixed groups, women spend mere time comparing
themselves with one another and competing for the approval and
attention of male participants, reinforcing traditional
stereotypes. Walker later commented that "one of the most
positive cutcomes of women's groups is the rediscovery of the
pleasures and fulfillment of interpercsonal relations with other
wemen (p. 242",

Having dealt with, in general terms, the need for
all-woman groups, Within the mutual aid tradition, to combat

women's pouerlessness, a more specific analysis of women's

groups wWwill be approached through the literature on

consciousnesse-raicsing C(hereafter referred to as CRY, or

feminist groups.

CR: A Political Process and a Therapy Tool

Conscicusness-raising involves a change in women's

awareness of and interpretation of their problems. It inveolves

the examination of individual experience, and listening to the

personal experience of other women, so that cur collective

experience, rather than what we are told to be, begins to

replace errcneous sccial beliefs (Mander and Rush, 183737, It

invelves a reinterpretation of what women formerly felt to be

rerzonal inadequacies as being conzequences of the sccial
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structure (Bond and Reibstein, 1873), therefore serving to
deprivatize the coendition of women's lives., It involwves
pooling the ceollective experience of women in small
face-to-face groups, in order to analwvze the strucures of our
cppression and the best wavs to fight them (Jeffreys, 18770,
It involwes the assumption that uwomen have the strength to
forge changes in their lives, especially together with other
women, and a new "vision of the possible" emerges from that
sclidarity (Levine, 1883). Finally, given the above, the
assumption follouws that women do not necessarily need
"therapists” to do "therapy" (Mander and Rush, 18745.

From this description, several central characteristics can

be del ineated: the emphasis on socicpolitical context’? the

experiential nature of the group process; and the elimination

of hierarchy.

Sociopolitical Context

A primary characteristic of CR or feminist groups is the

emphacsis on the social and political factors which relate to

women's individual situations., This is in direct oprposition to

the stance of traditicnal therapy modes, as previocusly noted.

Although care has bkeen takKen to emphasize these factors

throughaut this paper, Gottleib, Burden et al (1383) offer an

excellent summary. The Ffactors which must be considered

include: the stereotyped sccialization of all women which

leads to self doubts about competencies and judgemant’
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the home? social policies which do not provide supports that
are effective:! and sexual exploitation and condoned vioclence
resulting in physical abusze and sexual assault.

Given the way women have been socialized, and our present
cstatus and role in society, the unveiling of the sociopolitical
cantext helps women to recognize that social changes are
hecessary for significant improvement to cccur in our lives.
Thiz enables women to begin to differentiate between what can
be individually controlled and what requires political action.
This process sometimes involves significant changes in women's
attitudes arnd understandings about the world, and about women's

ability to make those changes. Based on this understanding,

the group process helps foster realistic changes, both

persocnally and politically. 1t is an active stance.,

emphasizing change rather than adjuztment (Levine, 18337

Gilbert, 1888).

Experiential MNature

The experiential nature of the group experience helps to

pozitively redefine the nesative stereotype of emotionality.

The "pro-woman" line states that women's greateszt strength lies

in cur ability to be in touch with our feelings (Greenspan,

1983: Miller, 197683, and our understanding of the human need

for connectedrness (Gilligan, 19887, or relationality (Nadeau,

13827,
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To ensure political analysis is based on personal
experiernce, women are askKed to speakK personally and honestly in
their groups and asked to respect norms of confidentiality and
nonjudgemental acceptance (WycKoff, 1888°>. There is a
validation of womer's life experience, as we feal it, as ue
react to it. According to Levine (1383>, this validation is a
significant experience for most women because it implies
respect, dignity, and trust, rare commodities in a patriarchial
system,

The valuing‘of women's "relatiocnality” can provide a
connection betuween individual and sccial reszponsibil ity. In a

CR group, woman are empouwered by being valued for who they are,

rather than what they are not. Thus , nurturing and

connectedness are seen as valuable, rather than douwnplayved.

Building women's strengths intoe the public domain can provide

an ethical and political direction that moves mutual aid into

social responsibiliy (Madeau, 1382).

CR brings women together with other women, decreasing

izsclation. A straong netuwork of women friends is seen as

crucial in helping women fully enjoy life and reduce dependence

on men. The emphasizs on mutual aid, the commonal ity of

experience and the deprivatization of problems puts an end to

the izolation of women From each other <Levine, 13825 Gottleib,

Burden et al, 18€837. Madeau{1982), when discussing mutual aid

in resource-based communities, stated that the success and

appeal of these groups is largely due to the contact and
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support thew offer to women experiencing considerable physical

and emoticnal isclation.

Non~-hierarchical Structure

CR groups emrhazize peer equality and the elimination of
hierarchical therapist-client relationships <WalKer ,1881). In
her study of CR groupsz, Home (18813 found that while groups
varied in duration, in norms and structure, and in their
socio-pelitical emphasis, almozt all groups avoided having a
permanent leader. Gettlieb, Burden et al (18837 add that the
leadership training provided by the participative style aids
uémen in developing confidence and sKills as leaders, perhaps

in cther groups. The difference betueen authoritarian and

democratic leadership was explored in a classic study by
Lippitt (White and Lippitt, 1868). The study showed that uwhere
there is participative leadership, behaviour is more
coaperative and constructive, with more interaction.,
friendliness , individual ity, creativeness, higher group
cohesion, and lower drop out rates than in an autocratic group.
Theze are qualities which are desired in group interaction

hetween women.

CR as Therapy

Although the original intent of CR was political, with the
purpose being to study ways to make conditions of all women

better rather than to problem solve for one woman (Zuelik,
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1971y, the literature indicates that CR is also therapeutic.
In this sectiaon faclors relating te the therapeutic potential
of CR groups will be discussed.

The firet consideration is the client population. Studies
have shouwn that the same population that attended CR groups is
also reported most likely to seek out formal institutions for
help. This population consists of white, liberal, educated,
middle-class women, for the most part (Lieberman and Band,
18768 Home, 1988). Reasons for joining CR groups include help
seekKing, as well as interest in women's issues and political
activism, although the former motivation was only stated by
hal¥ the participants of CR compared to all those in

psvychotherapy groups (Lieberman and Bond, 1373).

CR has been studied by many thecorists, and has been shoun
to be effective in personal change or grouth. Cherniss (137&>
found that after only a few months women seemed to undergo &
number of changes in attitude and behavicur, moving into the
direction of independence, autonomy, activity, mobility,
celf-gsteem, and self-acceptance. Micossi (1378) found an
increase in self-auwareness and a rise in self-ssteem, Newton
and Walton 713712 reported five major changes in the
individuals inwolved: the women experienced an altered world
view in which they perceived "women a3 a group with definitive
charactericstics(p. 332", and scciety as divided in two major
aroups , males and females; identity changes occurred,

including different (more positive) feelings about body image:;
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changes in reference groups <to feminist) and interpersonal
;elationships (to more egalitarian)? changes in job/ /career
orientation touwards seeKing less hierarchical arrangements; and
group members felt "an enhanced sense of self-acceptance and
worth, and a lessening of guilt and self-doubt” (p. 382,

Recent journal articles discuss the use of CR, or feminist
principles, as successful with many different populations of
wamern . Adolph (1883) described the use of an all-~woman CR
group as part of the treatment for uwomen rpatients with a range
of pswchiatric discrders, and concluded tﬁat the group had been
an enormously helpful component of treatment. Hartman (13832
utilized the self-~help group model combined with feminist

philosophy to help uwomen in abusive relationships. Haussman

and Halseth (1883) use a feminiszt approach in rural areas to
successfully decrease depression in women. Robertson (138@)
recommends support groups for treatment of post partum
depression. The "women's issue® of the journal Socdal blorkK, in
Noevermber of 1878, gave revieuws of support groups for women
students (Killeen and Jacobs), mothers (WitKin), and housewives
(Redfern et al)., Fodor's (18743 exploration of group treatment
for phobic syvmptoms, and Mildred Caplan's (1878) grour for
women coping with the stress of moving both have strong

feminist overtones.

A Model For Change!? Alice Home 's Work

Home (1881) goes one step Further in discussing
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effectiveness of CR groups. She attempts to delineate the
factors uhich influence the amount and type of change in CR
grceups. Her model included factors ocutside the group
(readiness for change of the woman, and reactions te change by
significant others? which interact with factors in the group.,
to produce the amount and tvpe of change. Depending on what
tvpe of change iz desired, personal or sociopolitical,
behavioural or attitudinal, factors inside the group can be
adjusted. For example, personxl attitudinal chanages in
self-~ecsteen and self-acceptance are facilitated by group
conditions emphasizing suppert and nonjudgsmental acceptance,
and by a group composition characterized by similarity aof group

members. Support is less useful for those seekKing behavioural

changes, than is the challenge to change, and reinforcement for
changes made from those within and ocutside the graup.

When the model is applied to groups seekKing sccicpolitical
changes, the group influence system assumes central importance.
Of Key importance are the presence of group values exposing
society's role in members' problems, the definition of the
group as an influential reference grourp, and the presence of
group goals focused on socicpalitical change. Both negative
and positive reactions of those outside the group can
contribute to attitudinal change.

Home suggests that groups seeKing a changelin
participation of members in social action should encourage

narme of more sccial action invoelvement and commitment to the
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group, and they should try to engage in social action as a
group. Using structured themes in meetings is helpful, and
such groups should attempt to recruit members with diversified
rather than similar bacKgrounds, including some already
involved in sccial action.

Home cautions worKers about aiming for sociocpolitical
goals, asz her study suggested that groups tend 1o remain at a
perzonal level unless specific steps are taken to ensure that
group conditions, goals, and composition are designed to
facilitate sccicpolitical change. Howewver little documentation
ie available in this tenative, exciting area for exploration.

Turning to the social work literature on groups, Maier

£1981) has identified three models which are relevant to this

practicum, The calient characteristics of each of these

models are ocutined in TABLE 3.

Insert TABLE 3 Rbout Here

The model most congruent with feminist group practice as

outlined in thiz paper is Model C. Feminist group practice and

Model C value the interperszonal experience of the workKer and

the client, with flexibility in terms of closeness and/ or

distance irn the relationship. WorkKers are not seen as experts

because of their role alone, as in Model A, but rather are



TABLE 3

MAIER'S THREE MODELS OF GROUP INTERVENTION

Distance between
worker and client

Different roles for
for agency/client

Interpersonal
experience of

C demands worker and client
H
A Authoritative Partial Distance Flexible closeness
R worker role to role and distance
A
C Worker as Expert Contractual Based on
T Agreements competence
E
R Client equal to Role of worker as Workers are
1 child in relation- is presented participating in
S ship to adult groups
T
I Intervention as Intervention as Intervention as
C individual rehab, group facilitation interactors
s no social change
UNIT Linear: cause/ Linear or contex- Non-linear, context-
OF effect tual (focus on ual (end of blaming)
WORK interactions
between
individuals)
CONNEC- Psychoanalytic, Social Work Jane Addams
TION Behaviour Mod self-help
Personal Distance Group Facilitation Systems thinking
with transference Tool Chest for Interpersonal
TOOLS catharsis, inter- Intervention encounter, mutual
pretation, insight aid, identification

* Adapted from Maier, H.W.
with groups; Which one is yours? Social Work With

(1981). Models of

intervention in work

Groups, 4, 21-36.
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considered in light of their competence. WorKers participate
in the group, and intervene as interactors with members.
Contextual factors, considered important to feminists and in
Model C, reduce the poctential of linear cause-effect thinKing
and blaming. They both relate more closely to the mutual aid
tradition, utilizing interpersonal encounter rather than
impersonal distance, interpretation and insight. Reviewing
social workK groups within this framework reinforces the
connection betuween the proposed intervention format and social
work practice in general.

Having summarized the Key factors related to group work with
women, one final piece of information must be consideired--that

of developmental stage auwareness. As the taskK undertaken in

this practicum was one of sroup development, an understanding

cf the stages distinguished in the group workK literature is of

some significance.

Group Stages

Walker (1881) reviews the abservations of researchers on

the progressicn of dewvelopment in women's groups, using the

framework delineated by Schutz (1867). Three stages were

identified: inclusion? control; and atfection.

The initial "inclusicn" stage involves trust building

which is generally based on sharing information about cne's

self (testimonials) and discovering commonalities. As members

taKe risks and self-disclose, they become more aware of their

feelings and more in touch with themselwves. Twc of the
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positive cutcomes are the discovery of the normalacy of their
discontent gnd the identification with female "leaders" as
effective role models (Walker, 1881>. Kirsh (1874) revieuing
stages in CR groups called this stage "opening up'. Feinberg
¢192@) elaborated this stage, in self help grours, by
diccussing the role of the leaders, who at this point have the
task of promotiﬁg a sence of security and purpose, uwhile
advocating that the group belongs to the members.

The second =tage, "contrcl", is markKed by frustration,
disappointment and anger. Members become aware of feelings
they prewvicusly igncred and withheld. The new insights elicit
anger , which may be expressed touwards oneself, towards others

incside or outside the agroup, or touards scciety (kalKer, 1881).

Several authors have noted that women's groups appear to be

more conducive to the expressing and sharing of angry feelings;’

participants are rnot uncomfortable with or threatened by tears

or verbal cutbursts Kirsh, 13747 Wolman, 18760, However , for

come wemen the expression of anger is a frishtening experience;

for some @roups this anger produces a period of group

regression and depression which may result in an extremely high

rate of attrition <lalker, 18812, Kirsh (1874> defined this

stage more positively as "sharing", which emphasizes the

expanding of the focus from the individual to the group. She

asdded that hopefully the frustration and anger of this stage is

channeled into personal and sccial change. Hagan (1883

discussed ressons uhy conflict and control are liKely to be
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especially difficult areas of all-woman groups, including
women's socialization and interpersonal orientaticn as central
factors. She also provided interesting and useful strategies
for facilitation ¢f conflict management before and after the
conflict arises. Other authors {Aries, 1877 Carlock and
Martin, 1877) have found that women in all-woman groups tend
not to deal with competition and aggression issues.

The third stage, "affection”, occcurs if members
sucrcessfully work through the conflicts and issues of the
second stage. Members exrperience an intense feeling of
cleoseness and intimscy. Members no longer hold back, but talk
freely and intimately about themselves MWalKer, 18812,

Feinberg 19868, in de=zcribing her group for mastectomy

patients, found that the "affection" =ztage was characterized by
open ewpresszicn of fears and anxieties, which provided a
tension release that helped to unblock communicaticn among
members. Thiz stage combines two stages of Kirsh's (1374) CR
group model, termed analyzing and absiracting. Aralyzing was
defined as the group's attempt to combine feelings with
objective analvesis, which directs the members to investigate
the role of women in society. Abstracting, the finalystage o+t
her model, is when the group participants examine institutions
and determine how they can workK together to change scciety. In
general terms, the "affection" stage can be characterized as

when members begin to s=trive for significant changes in their

lives, and some rescolve to work together to change scciety
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(Walker, 1881).

When outlining grour stages, it is important to realize
that different groups may 8o through the stages in differing
amocunts of time. Also, it is unclear in the literature.,
whether all groups go through all stages. The controversy
discussed regarding the "control" stage with all-woman groups,
can easily be extended to the whole issue of stages. Little
research has been done to determine whether women's groups do
follow this pattern, leauing.another interesting area cpen for

study in the future.

Summaty and Conclusions

Rural wcocmen have been igsncored as a group in need of

special consideration in terms of service delivery. They have
alsce bheen made invisible econcemically, politically, and
personally. The rural factors contributing to their
invisibility include lower sociceconomic status?: time
cornstraints; space and lacK of serviges, including day care!
conservative attitudesz and beliefs’? isclaticons stress and
battering. These elements, when combined with the sexism
inherent in our socialization, sccial structures, and
traditional helping svstems, produce a group of women with many
needs and few outlets to meet those needs. The structure of
rutual aid groups, when intermixed with feminist strategies
desigried to increase pouer in women's lives, serve to begin the

procesz of including woemen in personal and political
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decision-makKing. The inclusion of women combats invisibility
and isolation, considered to be the greatest foes of rural
WOMer .

Having cutlined the raticonale for wviewing rural women as
group in need of attention and aid, and presented a framework
for interventicn, the follouwing chapters will document an
attempt to put this theory into practice. First, the
characteristics of the rural community of Portage La Frarie,
the target area for this practicum, will be described. This
will be followed by a chapter on group formation, process and
cantent. Firally, an evaluation of the group within an
analysis of the structure and purpose of four other women's

support groups in rural Manitoba will be presented.
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PORTAGE WOMEN'S GROUP

Beginning at the Besinning

Having lived in the community of Portage La Prarie for over

three wvears, without connection to women who shared concerns

about wcomern's place in the world, 1 experienced a sense of

izelation. This isclaticon ofter led to self-depreciation,

stemming freom the experience of being a lone woman struggling

ta zszert herselt in the midst of a predominantly male-oriented

cociety. Having previously experienced the connection to

like-minded uomen, the loss was Keenly felt. I had often

thought & women's group in Portage would be a way to begin to

meet my needs, but lacked the time, energy and connections to

make it happen. Attending infrequent "uweeKends +Ffor rural

women", I became cognizant of the fact that other rural women

had similar experiences and the women who were in local groups

fzlt more connected and more energized. Rs a professional

social worker, ! Knew what effect support grours could have on

people’'s sense of mental well being. It was with these

thoughts in mind, that the idea of organizing a group for women

in Portase tooK root. The Key question in my mind was that of

memberehip. How does a womah go about finding other women to

join a group, when she has not made connections to women in the

commurn ity in three vears--particularly in Portage, uwith only

two members belonging to the Manitoba Action Committee on the

Status of blomen (MACSEY»? This figure was significant in that

other groups in rural Manitoba had been started when a staff
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person from the Committee had put members in touch with each
cther.

A group in Portage La Prarie has been formed. It has not
been an easy taskK. The body of this practicum report will
incorporate & discussion ofi group formation? the Key themes
recurring in group proces:s and content? and a comparison of the
Portage group with other rural women's Froups.

Pricr to ensgaging in the description and analysis of the
Portage Women's Group, scme thought must be given to the
commun ity in which this group was developed

The City o Portage La Prarie

Portage La Prarie is a city of 13,886 persons—--6,285 men

and 5,800 women (Manitocba Bureau of Statistics, 13813, It is

located in an area of Manitoba whose primary economic base is

related, either directly or indirectly, to agriculture. The

city is surrounded by large grain and vegetable farms, with the

largest emploving inmdustries being related to farming (e.g.

McCains , Campbell'’'s Soup2. Other employment available is

primarily in the "human service industry” {(e.g. Manitoba Schocol

for the Retarded, Agassiz Center for Youth, and social agencies

servicing Central Regiont Children's Aid Society; Community

Mental Health!?! agriculture; public health; social allowances

probation? Human Rezource Opportunities: etc.. FPortage also

provides the usual municipal services, including a 131 bed

hespital, 3 medical clinics (one female doctor?), seven law

firms (three female lawmyers), RCMP detachment {(two female
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schgol and five elementary schools (hut no post-secondary
institutions), twe day cares, a library, etc. Other service
industr ies ¢e.g. hairdressing, hotels and retail stores) offer
many o0f the regional emplovment cpportunities for uwomen.
Services available in this community are affected by the fact
that Winnipeg is less than 180 Kilometers away. The city
council often makKes decisicns not to develop services or
programs based on their availability in Winnireg e.g. suimming
rool and cother zports complexes s, This is a sericus deficit
for pecple with no means of transport. Access to these
servicez is restricted to some, due to the lack of public

transportation available.

The 1981 statistics from the Manitoba Bureau of Statistics

on incoeme, highlight the disparity that poor employment

posceibilities create for women. TABLE 4 is a summary of the

available data for Portage and the RM of Portage in comparison

with the city of Winnipeg.

1+ ic clear from this information that women in Portage, the RM

of Portage, and Winnipeg all suffer Ffrom economic inequality.

Az noted before it is alsc apparent that the louwer



ECONOMIC DATA OF THREE GEOGRAPHIC AREAS

TABLE 4

Manitoba Bureau of Statistics,

RM of Portage

1981 Census Data

Portage Winnipeg
INCOME » 2000
Males 10% 6% 7%
Females 24% 17% 16%
INCOME < 15000
Males 42% 42% 50%
Females 8% 10% 13%
AVERAGE FAMILY
INCOME $21,981 $23,517 $26,669
INCIDENCE OF
LOW INCOME 12.3% 9.6% 14.5%
RENT PER MONTH $208 $311 1$321
%~ OF -POPULATION
(15+) IN WORK
FORCE
Males 87% 76% 79%
Females 51% 55% 57%
% EMPLOYED OF
THOSE IN WORK FORCE
Males 95% (83%) * 94% (72%) * 95% (75%) *
Females 92% (47%) * 90% (50%) * 94% (54%) *
% UNEMPLOYED OF
THOSE IN WORK
FORCE
Males 4% (17%) * 6% (28%) * 5% (25%) *
Females 8% (53%) * 10% (50%) * 6% (46%) *

* Numbers in brackets represent calculations of employed and
unemployed persons, based on the total population rather than just the
This was tabulated to speculate how
many persons, particularly women, are really working for wages and
counted as such, versus women working for free (e.g. home work, farm

total number in the work force.

work, mother work).
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socioeconomic status of rural communities further conrtibutes
to Portag? women's economic invisibility. Economic
invizibkility refers tc women's lacK of economic pouer. e do
not have access to economic pouwer, are not seen as having
economic independence, and therefore e%perience economic
invisibility.

Trhere are many community service clubs and aorganizations
represented, in addition to most religicus denominations being
establicshed here. Unfortunately, in this large collection of
woemen's groups , wWwithin the zervice clubs and churches <{(some 25
in all), there were no groups with the intention of meeting the
needs of women. They are all focused on the needs of

cthers~-the church, the family, the community. Fortunately,

within the last tuoc years, a shelter for battered women has
been established in Portage. 11 iz attempting to deal with
this major problem identified earlier as related to women's
emcotional and phyeical isolation in rural areas. Houwaver ,
there were no other women-helping-women services. No women's
resource center, rape crisis line, women's health services, or
support groups exist for those uwomen experiencing life stress
bect dealt with by alternative services.

Hav ing provided a brief overview of the salient
characteristic of the community of Portage La Frarie, it is
time to return to the discussion of the formation of the

Portage Women's Group.
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Group Formation

Group formation is & term used to describe not onl? the
initial attempts to recruit members, but alsc the process of
clarification of purpose and direction of the group. It
includes an analysis of the difficulties experienced in trying
to draw women together into & group essentially intended for
self-care, considering women's socialization pattern and

community pressure touwards self-sacrifice (Gilligan, ia8zy.

Pregroup
In November of 1384, four women and myself met for supper
to discuss the formaticn of a support group for uwomen in

Paortage. Two staff members from MACSW, and three prospective

members, including myself, revieuwed several issues in
preparation for starting the groug.

Much discussion occurred over the whole issue of what was
wanhted in a suprert group. Did we want a feminist support
aroup, and in that case to recruit Known feminists, or a
women's support group, one that would be open to all women in
Portage and area whatever their affiliation or beliefs? This
dicscuscion, tc a large degreg, hinged on the fact that the
three prospective members meeting were feminists. Was the
group tc support us in our needs, or to provide cutreach and
educaticon to women in Portage? The answer to this question,
while nct obviocus at the time, depended on who the other

members were, and what their philosophy wWas. fAs none of us at
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the meeting could readily identify other feminists in the
community, a decision was made to r;cruit uwhoever wanted to
join a women's group and proceed from that point. The first
recruitment effort was to be & women's film night and from that
point we were to make further decisions about membership.

The other main peoint raised was my role, and whether
academic interest in the process was in conflict with the
potential of perzonal gain from a support group. Could 1 be
part of initiating a group as a professional worKer, uhile at
the came time expecting to get my needs for support and
validation met? Thisz issue, I believe is crucial in that the
whole ides of "professionalism" often includes the ignoring of

personal needs, and women's role is often to meet the needs of

others while negating cur oun needs. One of the personal goals
of thisz practicum was clarified for me at this time. 1 wanted
to explore the potential of escaping these dichotomies, of
finding a way in which my needs for support and connection as a
woman could be met while creating & forum for other rural womeh
te meet their needs. I did not want to be caught again in the
trap of self-zacrifice which is inherent in both roles of
social worker and woman (Adams, 18713, The extent to which
this geal is achievable, is in part the extent to which

feminiszm and social workK can be seen as compatible.

Recruitment of lomen

As previocusly menticned, by the end of the erganizational
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meaeting, we had decided to focus on recruitment of women
regardless of t;eir affiliation to feminism. We had also
decided that a women's film night would be a good way to bring
women out. Unfortunately, this did not seem to be the case.
Three of us ordered films, got equipment, advertized by posting
flvers, hews noticese and by word-of-mouth. The three of us
zshowed up , enjoved the films, and discussed what happened.
Why did ne other uwomen show up? We speculated--it was early
December, too close to Christmasz’ there was not encusgh
aduertising? uwe lacked affiliation to a "reputable®
organizations it was a bad night (Tuesday); and there was not
encugh information on the flver. We also despaired that there

mzy be ho other women interested, but decided to wait until the

New Year and try again.

Regrouping in the new vear, ancther member and 1

strategized about how to connect with women in the community

who wnere interested. MACSI staff were consulted regarding

strategies that had been successful with other groups.

Strategy 1, the film night had been unsuccessful in recruiting

woemeh . Qur second strategy was to publicize the upcoming

Dauphin weekend for uwomen, and to attend ourselves and caonnect

With women from Portage attending, to recruit for the group.

This had limited success., Seven women from Fortage attended.,

£five more than ever hbefore, but none Jjoined the group.

Strategy 2 was to send a letter to cther women's groups in the

commun ity , including church and service clubs. We sent out 18
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letters, and prosted a feuw in the community. e received no
direct response from any of the groups., ggt two women who saw
the letter posted at the play "The Fighting Days”, exprgssed
interest. The fourth, and most successful strategy, uwas
personal contact. I contacted all the women I had met who I
felt may be interested and invited them to attend a meeting.
Mearwhile, the MACSW staff person contacted me with the names
of 3 women she felt may be interested. During this time, 1 met
with a female colleague, who had been instrumental in setting
up the blomen's Shelter, to discuss the group and problems of
recruitment, and solicited her support in passing the word.
She sugogested that perhaps some form of task orientation uwould

provide a focus to gather women. fis she was hoping to organize

+he hosting of "Side Effects", a Toronto based rplay on women
and pharmaceuticals, we decided to collaborate on hosting a
meeting to discuss both the play and the group.

on January 30, 1985 the meeting was held. Four women and
mvself attended. By the end of the meeting, it was clear that
the two projects needed to develop separately, rather than as
ane. lomen wanted & support group, not a workKing group to
ctart with, althoush they were interested in the play. A
meeting date was set fer the evening of Febuary 18 to talk
about the support group. This date left time for further
recruitment at the Dauphin wmeekend, and for the other women 's
groups to reszpond to the letter.

By the time the meeting date arrived, a list of 12
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interested women had been drawn up, anticirpating a group size

of 6 to 12 members.

Clarification of Purpose and Structure

iz the essence of women's surport groups is that of

collective rather than professional direction (Walker , 189813,

at the initial meetings members themselves would set the

direction for the development of the group. The direction

would depend on the needs of the women in the group.

The intent of the first meeting was twofold. One purpose

waz for the women to get to Know a little about each other.

The other uas to encourge discussion of the goals and structure

of the group. In relation to the latter, the MACSW video

"Conversations With the Crystal City Women's Group” uwas
utilized. Five cut of a possible twelve, myself included,
attended. One of the initial organizers withdrew from the
group at this time, as she was moving to Winnipegs, leaving four
of us to watch the video and discuss having & Sroup. Several
commonal ities between our lives and that of the women in the
video were discovered: +the difficulties of maKing connections
in a small touns all the women gathered were "imports" to the
community, 1iKe the Crystal City women and the problem of
having many commitments to do for others, with little time or
energw for self. The laszt commonal ity has been found to be
prevalent with rural women in the literature (Britton, 1984;

MACSW, January, 18330,
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A main topic was the goals of the groups personal support
or community inwvoluvement. A suggestion was made that a direct
connection tc MACSW, with its political affiliations, could
bring out women who wanted action. The flipside uwas that it
could scare away women lockKing for connection. MWe settled on
an inital focus of support and validation, with ne direct
action, at least until all the uwomen uwere comfortable moving in
that direction.

A question raised by this meeting crucial to the
involvement of women in self-care is "how do women decide they
need a support greoup”. One of the women, at the beginning of
the meeting expressed no need for & support group as she had

friends. By the end of the meeting she said she would be back,

because "mavbe I need support after all". She continued to
attend meetings, and was most vocal in expressing her gratitude
for & place to express her feelings and opinions without fear
cf being judged. Because "support” is such as nebulous term,
if women have no experience with a women's group intending on
serving this function, they have limited understanding of what
it could prowvide for them. This could be cne of the factors
which contributes to women's hesitancy to commit themselwes to
be inveolved...they do not understand what it means. An
important taskK to be taken on is the clarification of what
"suypport” groups do, and ways to express that intention so that
women can makKe informed choices about whether they wish to be

involued. The evaluation chapter, following the discussion of
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the development of this group, and the videco "MaKing
Connections ™, will hopefully shed some light on:this issue.
By the end of the first meeting a few points were szettled.
tle would meet weekly on lednesday evenings. The group would
remain open to new women, as the number attending so far uwas
viewed as too small. Support would be an initial goal.,
focusirg on our experiences, beliefs, and rerceptions in an
cpen, hon-~judgemental way. It would be positive to have a
yariety of women of different ages and different stages of
adareness, Issues left to be dealt with weretd format of
meetings? my rolef and further clarification of group goals.
We discussed recruitment options. Word of mouth was seen as

moet effective, in light of limited returns with other methods.

Another cption was to poszt a letter or poster in the

commuriity , particularly in the health club and DOr. Taylor's

office ¢the only uwaman docctor in touwrnd. 1 followed up on this

suggestion? the other women were to spread the word.

The zecond meeting was a variation of the first. Only

four wemen uwWere present; twoe from the First and two new women.

Initially the issues of stucture and gcals uwere raised. The

women did not want structure, they uanted an open-ended group

in which to discuss wrhatever was concerning them. They wanted

+o air their views in a supportive environment. A major

commonal ity again was the issue of being "imports" and how to

adjust in the community. Other topics included:

relatiocnships? self-care? violence against women’? workKing with
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native people’ unemrloyment and the re§ultin9 loss of self
worth? and the possibility ;f a women's resource center in
Portage.

So, it zeemed. despite only a few women attending, a group
was being established. So far the expectaions and expressed
needs were for a non-structured collection of women, to gather,
and tc share thoughts and ideas in an informal way. The
expressed purpose uas to encourage, support, and validate women
for their experrience and ideas. This wasz to be donhe without
expectations for mandatory attendance or overt structure. No
commitments for attendance were considered necessary, and in

fact were seen as adding s=tress to a group of cver-stressed

WOmMmer . Rather than attempting to impose a structure or purpose

single-handedly, as the group wWwas supposed to be
celf-directive, 1 reztraired my taskK-orientated nature, and
enjocved the contact with other women.

The +formation of the agroup could be s3id to have been
accompl iched, and consideration of common themes in order, but
a few words need to be said about the chronological movement of
the group. The third and fourth meetings were much along the
wein decided at the ocutset, informal discussions amongst
supportive women. Rather than leading to issue specificity and
directicn in an active way, & more "therapy-oriented” milieu
was beinag established, through one member's crisis state and
need for emotional nurturance. This created pressure for

celf-revelation, rather than an issue focus which would be more
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politic;l change (Home, 1981>. Membership continued to be
problematic, with a fairly coenstant changeover, without
replacements. We seemed like a collection of women, rather
than a group. This ctage of development could be seen as
"inclusicn" (WalKer, 18817.

The fifth uweek brought increased frustration. A member
phoned just prior to the meeting toc drop cut, as the group uas
rnot meeting her needs. Her decision offered me an cpportunity
to raize the issue of direction at the meeting--individual
problem-solving or discussion and action on issues. While most
memberz agreed we should examine our purpese, cther reactions

were evident on issues of leadership and membership. One fear

expreszed was that we would lose the supportive environment

which had heen established, as well as the Fflexibility

necessary to meet the women's needs. Most members felt the

group cffered much they did not want to lose.

It is difficult to relate this point in time to the stages

of arcup development previcusly outlined. Is this an issue of

the "cantrol® stage, as it was characterized by some

dicagreements about direction, and a turnover cof membership?

Or i it the continuance of the "inclusion” stage as much

exploratory information was still being shared? It was

certainly not characterized by open conflict, or expression of

anger , nor wWwere we in the third stage of "affection".

Regardless, we were certainly at a turnins point.
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The sixth and seventh meetings were set aside as planning
meetings. What direction to take, how to achieve it, and how
to increase our humbers (we had dropped to 5 regular members?
Were eszential questions. A decision was made to makKe a major
shift from the initially stated format, from unstructured
gather ings for discussion at a personal level, tc a focus on
issues with some structure in place regarding topic and
expectation cf group members. fi six weeK period was planned,
with five weeks of ptesentations and the sixth weeK to revieuw
where *o go from there, with a pot luckK and open discussion
time. This change in direction brought neu opportunities for
self-education, leadershirp exposure, and new membership,

without sacrificing support and connection.

Meetings eight through tuwelve follouwed the same basic

format: "MNews and Blues', which was a time for each woman to

bring the group up to date on her life? a presentation of a

selected issue’ and coffee and discussion of the issue. Four

presentations uwere madet feminism and rural life’; sexism and

the school systems PMS (premenstrual syndromeli: and stress and

relaxation. Onhe sesszion was open discussion as the presenter

was not available. We toak turns hosting in our homes,

prezenting, or supplyving shackKs? one women per Jjob, 50 no woman

was owver burdened. Agreements were made about confidentiality

and one-cigarette-at~-a-time, to respect the lungs of the

non—smokKers . Session thirteen was a pot luckK and review, with

an introduction of the MACSW staff member, to maintain contact
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with the group. In session fourteen, the women in the group
were given thg opportunity to respond to my writings on the
group to ensure that my writings reflected the group's reality
as well as my cuhn. Their comments have been incorporated.
They were also askKed to evaluate the group at this time. The
final session I attended was a sroup farewell for me, as 1 was
moving and would not be continuing contact with the group. The
women have cohntinued to meet, and plan to meet less frequently
throughout the szummer , and resume in the fall with a greater
emphasis on action in the community.

While membership was not static, a core group of eight
women was formed. The group cah therefore be described in

terms of the characteristics of its membership. Marital

status, parental status or motherworkK, a word used by Helen
Levine (1882, type of employment, level of education, and
import or local status will be considered.

Five women were living with male partners--three were
marr ied and twoe were not. Three women were singleid: one
recently seperated, one divorced, and one never married. Four
of the women did not have children, four did (one with
preschoolers, two with school age children, and one with adult
children and grandchildren). The age span uwas fifty
vears--tuenty~three 1o seventy-three, although most fell
betueen twenty-five and thirty-five. The majority of the women
had professional workK experience or training: two social

workers €one studently? three teachers (tuwo were unemployed):;
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one vocational rehabilitation counsellor? an oceanographer
working as a store clerkK; and a hairdresser. No farm uomeﬁ
were group members, although one woman lived in an isclated
rural location. Four of the women had university degrees, the
cther four have had some training bevond high school. All the
women were imports to the community, ranging from recently
arrived to tuelve vears. Five of the eight women had been in
FPortage over three vears.

At first glance, one might see this group as atypical of
rural women in general, and question the validity of using the
Portage Womeri's Group to inform about the dynamics of a rural
woamen's group. They appear to be better educated than average,

and are all imports to the community.

Three factors may be delineated to speak to this issue.
First, many of the women are migrants from small town Canada,
co in fact, are rural women, althoush not from the community of
Portage. Many uwemen are on the move, due to marriage, career
and other commitments. Although having an import status can be
streseful , it is no longer unusual. Secondly , all persona are
products of their environment to a certain degree. LWhile this
groupr may not conform to the expectations of what rural women
"mav " or "should" be likKe, they are influenced by the rural
envircnment in which they live. Their levels of education and
import status may makKe these women more aware of the conditions
which oppress women in rural life, and therefore readier to

engage in communication with others about it. The third factor
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has to do with the concept of "typical” or "atypical”
characteristics of rural women. The chgracteristics of the
Portazoe group may be atvpical of women you uwould expect te find
in a rural area, but this is suprisingly not so. Many rural
women are educated, so workK in local schools, hospitals, secial
service agerncies, and serve many other important functions in
the community. In fact, the image of rural women, particularly
farm Womer, is an issue of major concern te rural women
{Sigurdson, Harrop and LipKin, 13888:. When the Portage group
is compared with four cther grours in Chapter 5, common
characteristics of members include type of work and import
status. A further discussion of these characteristics will be

contained in the section on group comparison.

Throughout this changing panorama of direction and

membership, several themes reappeared. The next section will

be devoted to a discussion of theczse.

Comman Themes

When looKing for common themes by uwhich to describe the

Portage Wlomen's Group, a dichotomy comes to mind, that of

process and content. While these tuwo elements both occurred

cimultahecusly, labelling them is one way to makKe sense out of

what was happening. Keeping this in mind, it is possible to

outl ine certain issues particular to each. Process will refer

tc how people behaved in the group’ what agreements were made

about behaviour: and what happened if they were not lived up

to. My role in the process will also be commented on. Content
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Process Themes

When del ineating process themes it is necessary first to

reiterate the process goals proposed at the outset of this

practicum. These goals were summarized in three statements.

The group functions prorosed were! to prowide an accepting,

rern-judgemental atmosphere where women felt free to talk about

themselves, their 1lives and their concernss to prowvide support

for 2ach woman in the group! and as much as possible, to work

touwards a process in which each woman would contribute and

receive in a meaningful way, and feel an equal and important

part of the group. The goals were gleaned from literature on

feminist group and individual therapy (Levine, 1883; David,

1380 Gottleib, Burden et al, 1883; Hill, 1384 Innes! bWomen's

Self Help Collective, 1884). The intention was to help

facilitate a process of equality among members,

women-helping-women rather than the expert-patient model. It

iz this process of workKing towards freedom and equality of all

members, mvself included, that will be outlined.

ACCEPTING , NOWN-JUOGEMENTAL ATMOSPHERE

When women gather together to discuss issues, to dream

dreams , and to talk about the everyday realities of living in

our uworld, it is an inherently healing process ({(Mander and

Rush, 1374). lWomen find that they are not 30 uhusual, they are

net g0 crazy, ac they had been led or had led themselves to
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believe. Rural women are strongly affected by the overuwhelming
censervative, male-dominated milieu, and often are convinced
that thev are personally "a little crazy" if they do not accept
the status quo. "What is wrong with me, if I am not happy
being Mrs. John Deoe?" An atmosphere of openness and
acceptance, of sharing our lives as women, allows for women to
begin éo heal themselves, to believe in themselves and in the
ztrength of women (Levine, 1882). Often, things we had learned
to think of as personal peculiarities began to lookK amazingly
like women's collective psyche. In the Fortage Women's Group.,
thiz reccoagnition of the commonalities in women' experience wWas
aided by the heterogenecus mix in membership previocusly

deszcr ibed. Despite the differences, life experience was

clearly similar.

To facilitate this process of open discussion and sharing

among women, it is important to acknowledge the longstanding

tradition of criticizing and silencing women, of treating them

as inwviszible and of little importance. Women's contributions

and strengths must be acKnouwledged? we can do that for each

osther in ocur groups.

One facet of this issue, raised by a group member, is the

constant need to explain ocurselves and our views in the general

public. Out soccially, none of the group members felt we could

express our copinions, particularly feelings about women's

position in the world, without having to explain, to

rationalize and to defend curselves or our views. This was
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pinpointed as one of the most popular methods of silencing, to
make it difficult for a woman to express herself for fear of
ridicule by others. Considering women's socialization, uwith
her bacis of self-esteem built on the opinions of others
(Barduwick, 1871: Scarf, 1373), it is a very effective method.
In the group, women felt they did not have to explain
themselwes, they were understood. e were not judged and
criticized, but rather we uwere accepted and supported.

From the ocutset, and throughout the entire evolution of
the Portage Women's Group, the women present were willing and
able to contribute of themselves and their lives to the group.
Many subjects uwere discussed, and many experiences shared, from

those resulting in victimization to those creating empouerment.

Self-disclosure was adopted as a norm. My use of
self-disclosure was not only necessary as part of the group
process, but wmas useful in the beginning stages to provide a
model for the wavs and means of being heard by the group. This
use of self disclosure can be seen as both a function of my
status as a group member, and the role I plaved as éroup
initiator.

The initial meetings were punctuated by women's tales of
their lives, shared commonalities, and at times problem-solving
or hnetuworkKing with women bouncing ideas off each other. The
literature on group stages indicates that this is very common
in all groups, including all-woman groups (WalKer, 18810,

Although a decision was made to switch to "political" issues,
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all the uwomen very strongly felt they did not want to give up
the qon—judgemental atmosphere, or the exchange of personal
experiences. This provides support for MNadeau's (138a)
findings in resource-~based communities, namely that the primary
appeal of support groups is the support and contact that they
offer to women experiencing isclation. While negotiating for
consensus oh the focus of the group in the future, most of the
inhitial resistance to the change, on the part of one member in
particular, was her unuwillinaness to give up what she had long
sought--the freedom to speakK about whatever was of concern to
her without fear of criticism. Once raised, this concern wWas
found to be common to eothers in the group. Consensus uwas

achieved by building in time for sharing of personal

exper}ences, and limiting the recruitment of members +to
personal contacts to encourage clese connection. In our group.,
as in other "feminist" groups, the personal uwas used to
underline the politicals the political to deprivatize the
personal <(Lewvine, 1882>,.

Seme women in the group came from life experiences in
which they had rarely trusted, groups in which they had never
shared ocpenly. They uwere happily suprised with an atmocsphere
that allowed for this. An example of the level of distrust was
evident in the necessity for a thirty minute clarification of
what Kind of discussion uwas to be held after a woman made her
presentation. The final consensus was that "women could

dizsagree, but not Jjudge". The fear of criticism is deeply
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rooted in the psyche of women (Gilligan,13982), which is closely
related to the basis of ocur self-esteem as previousiy noted.
Anticipating that orening up the meetings to "whoever”,
immediately, might bring out women who would "judge" rather
than merely disagree, the uwomen decided to invite women who
they felt uwere at least sympathetic to our concerns. The
kKnowledge that our wiews were not widely accepted in the
commuriity alsec contributed to the potential for criticism and
even hostility. OQur understanding of the conservatism of rural
community beliefs is well documented {(Larson, 18787 Collier,
1884).

The consensus regarding recruitment of members also

stemmed from the fact that few women were truly comfortable

maKing presentations to the "community at large”, but could
cope with a zmall group of interested women. Despite cur
effarts to reduce the stress inherent in presenting issues to a
aroup, the presence of neuw women at different topic meetings
wasz seen by some of the women as tension producing. In a
dizcussion of this issue tuwo factors were stated as important
to the level of stress created. The First was the nature of
the topic. I+ the topic was of a more personal nature, for
example the discussion of lesbianism within the topic of
feminism, it was felt that the new members to that meeting may
have been uncomfortable engaging in the discussion. Regular
members alta made a woint of reintroducing the confidentiality

agreemert at these times, and a decision was made to raise the
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confidentiality issue whenever hew uwomen were present. The
second factor had to do uwith thé level of awareness of the heu
members., 1§ it was evident that the neu member shared a
"feminist" view of the world, most members felt there uwas
1ittle tension produced. In ocnhe case, a Woman came to meetings
who zeemed wery negative about women in general. Although she
quickKly learned that her attitude was not generally supported
in the group, her presence was anxiety producing initislly. As
che modified her negativity, realizing to some degree the
factars which contributed to her "trashing" of other women,
e.g. frustration with women who did not take action on their
cwn behalf in abusive relationships, she became accerpted as a

member of the group.

Confidentiality was agreed uron in the early stages of
group develapment. & breach of confidence in a small community
could mean a severe disruption of the wiability of the group,
as heuws circulates very quickKly in the existing orpen
communication system (Johnson, 1879: Farley, 13982)7. Having the
kKnowledae that those attending are not going to repeat anything
outcide the group is necessary for ocpeness among the women.
Lhile confidentiality itself was never a prcblem, the threat of
losse of confidence was. fs the group members chose to meet in

each cothers homes , rather than in a school or church bhasement .,
there were aften other family members to contend with. While

we 311 did ocur best to remove spouses and children when

heeting, & couple of times spouses did seem to be "hanging
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to disrupt ;he flow of conversation at the time, but uwere
interpreted by at leasst one member as a breach of confidence.
Were the women able to say with abzolute certainty that their
spouzes were not going to repeat the information they heard,
even in a jocking way, to others? This issue was one of several
raised at the revieuw.

The norm of non-judgemental acceptance established in this
group did allow for a sharing of ideas and experience, uncommon
+to many of the women involved, but it alsoc contributed to the
difficulty of raising and /cr resclving conflicts within the
group. Having sponsored an atmosphere devoid of criticism, it

was difficult to bring up issues of disagreement without

appearing to breach the norm. This concern was raised by
myself and several octhers privately and in the review. This
difficulty can be seen to reflect both the "inclusien" stage of
development (lWalKer, 18812, and the degree to which each
woman's herstory prepared her for dealing with conflict or
criticism. It can alsc be seen to support some authors’
contention that all-woman groups tend not to deal with
competition and sggression (Aries, 1877 Carlock and Martin,

19773,

SUPPORT
The previous discussion on acceptance and non-judgemental

atmosphere lavs the foundstion for support’ support in fact
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leads out of such an atmosphere. 1f we are not judging each
other, ue are accepting cne ancother. In accepting one ancther
we are supporting one another.

Support is a complex combination of factors. It allous
for a break in the barrier of individual responsibility, and
allows the possibility of cellective care, or mutual support.
A woman need rnot be alone in her situation! she can have the
comfort of other uwomen who may have directly or indirectly
lived an experisnce similar to hers. lWomen need support to
live im our mvsogynist society. Lliomen need to be heard, to be
huagged, to be healed. lomen can do this for each other.

The primary reascn women expressed for joining this group.,

was because they lacKed suppert in their 1lives. It was not

that they wuwere friendless. They needed support in their lives

for who they were, what they thought, and what they wanted to

do. e had been forced into silence because we could find no

orne who shared ocur vision of the world. Levine (1383)> stated

this is a very common experience to &all women. s each woman

in the groupr, over a pericd of time, raised issues about her

l1ife, commonalities were discovered. lWe began to realize that

we were not alone, we were not crazy, and if no one else valued

our contributions, at least this sroup did.

Support iz an enabler. I+ allows for change, for growth,

for healing (Caplan, 1374). The zuprort of the group enhanced

zelf confidence and energized women to makKe changes in their

lives. The support of the grcoup enabled one woman to
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terminate, and now survive the loss of, an emotionally abusive
relationship. Nhjle the other changes in women's lives
throughout the course of this group were not as direct, change
did occur. One uwomah quit a long uninspiring Jjob. Ancther
started back to work part-time, after being at home for close
to five years with her children., Two women moved bacK to
Winnipeg, one moved from Winnipeg to Portage, with the group
being her Ffirst contact for women friends. One woman began a
women's group on the reserve uwhere szhe workKs, rather than
travel to Portage. To speskK of the reality of our lives, the
pain and the joy, enhanced day to day life. LooKing back oh my
three lonely years in Portage prior to the establishment of the

group, I wish I would have had the time and energy to begin the

group development process earlier. A further discussion of

changes will be provided in the analysis of content, and in the

chapter on evaluaticn.

EQUALITY OF MEMBERS

Althcugh the goal of equality of members iz a fine

"metherhood” statement, it is easier said than done. Homen

came to the groupr with differing bacKgrounds and patterns of

relating in groups, expecting different thinss. The difficulty

in negotiation of equality among members was compounded by the

fzct that most women have had wvery little experience of

equality in their own lives. e have experienced only how to

be domirnzted, or to dominate.
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Equality, or lack of it, was a political issue
acknowledged from the first meeting. The pattern of inequalit;
in personal interaction among the women, identified by Fishman
¢1978) as an expression of social structural forces beyond the
actual ercounter, was identifiable from the third meeting on.
Several attempts uwere made to equalize the members. The major
area of concern was domination of "air space", by one or tuwo
more vocal women, to the exclusion of one or two less vocal
wemen. This domination consisted of speakKing often, speakKing
far long periode of time, interrupting others, and going off
topic on long personal tansents. These same behaviours have
beern identified as characteriszstically male (Henley, 1877;

Tharn . 1979: Fishman, 1878)J.

Until the sixth and seventh meetings, in which the group
was revamped with agreements made about specific issues, and a
format laid out for topics, it was difficult to intervene.
Membership, up until this point was constantly changins, and
the establishment of an atmosphere of non-judgemental
acceptance tooK precedence. The women were not at a wery high
level of comfort with confronting each other, as is
characteriztic of the "inclusion" stage (WalKer, 1981). As I
wished to cement my position as member, and the groups’
decision to be leaderless, I did not jumpr intoe the leadership
position and takKe charge of the situation. Feinberg (1888)
includes thiz activity of turning the group owver to the group

members as a necescary componhent of the leader's role in mutual
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aid groups in the first stage.

The issue of equal "air time" was furfher complicated by
the obwiocusness of the "dominant®" women's need to speak. UOne
was geoing through an exceptionally stressful time: the
termination of an emoticnally abusive relationship’? a recent
miscarriage? loss of her Jjobj and a complicated house
transaction. The other woman, a weman of color, had
experienced continucus discrimination in the labor market in
spite of excellent qualifications. Both women had been
chronically silenced for tooc long. The opportunity to speak
was treasured, and they tookK Ffull adwvantagse of a captive
audience of concerned and caring uwomen.

It is to the credit of the other members, that the more

vocal women uwere responded to with support and acceptance of

their need. fis time passed, the continued domination spurred

the nheed for renegotiation of the function of the group. las

it therapyv-oriented for women with personal issues, or was it

an arena for discussion of larger issues with room for personal

expression? The latter was determined by the group to be the

case at the recrganization meetings. This reorganization

allouwed for a new opportunity to intervene in the process of

achieving equality among members. Although the problem of

demination of discussion was not immediately resclved, over the

next four "izsue" meetings, a process of group facilitation was

beginning to develop. Twe agreements were made! no

interrrupting when another wWoman is speakKing’ and each woman
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has a responsibility to input on her own behalf, but to be
conscious of the value of the others’'® input.

When finding ways to create a balance in the group, to
have each woman feel equal in the group and an important part
of it, silencing of women reared its ugly head. In attempting
to allow air apace for all women present, one of the more vocal
women felt she was bheing silenced. She had been silenced all
af her life, and mow, here in the "non-judgemental” group she
was being "judged" as having spocKen too much. A re-examination
of the double-edged =uord of silencing reveals the other side
of her reality. In her effort to be heard, she was effectively

gilencing other wamen. By Filling up most of the available air

cpace, by interrupting, and in effect demanding that her issues

were more important than those of other women, she was negating

the value of zhared experience, and condemning the other women

+o the fate she had long experienced, that of silencing.

While much energy was takKen up attempting to equalize "air

time” by limiting vocal women, the other issue of encouraging

more silent women to speakK was not as prevalent. One woman in

particular was often silent. While women often attempted to

encourage dialogue, she was not prepared to readily disclose.

Zhe was hot pressed for involvement, the genral consensus being

that it would come in time. Her lacK of communication uWas

raicsed outside the regular meetings on a couple of occasions as

was attributed to & series of recent traumatic expereinces.

he did begin to discloze more of these experiences in the
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later meetings, and also formed relationships with two of the
uomén in the group, who she called on for support outside of
the meetings.

Equality, in this case, does not mean every Wwoman speaks
the same amount of time, or the same number of times, although
this is one interpretation that can be facilitated through the
use of "reocunds” (domen's Self Help HNetwork, 1884). Rounds is
the process of going around the circle and having each woman
take her turn to speakK on the izsue or subject.

Faual ity does mean equal opportunity to speak, and equal
cpportunity to be heard. Equal to mysyour need in
consideration of your/my needs. The clarification of this

issue, uhile invelving an element of struggle, captures the

paradax inherent in the cverall struggle for equality of women.

e must strive to achieve individual equality while always in

concideration of the needs of others. This is particularly

trickKy , az we live with our oppresscors and must often be

considerate of their needs while alse struggling 1o free

ocurselves from the ties that bind us in ocur unequal position

{(Lipman-Blumen , 1984). Bt times we are needier, at times

stronger , individually and collectively. The group must be

flexibkle enough to allow for individual need, but secure encugh

to be generally responsive to all. Finding a balance is the

Key .

The issue of equality of members was also reflected in the

agreement made regarding group decision makKing. Sharing a
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concern that all members be involved in the decisions made by
the group, an agreement was made to only take action as a group
if all of the women agreed to it. #Again, the issue of trust
was in the forefront. Reassurances were needed that each woman
was considered equal and important to the group, and
nhecessarily the consernsus of the entire group became a
prerequicite for the group to take a stand in the community, or
to change the group direction. A further agreement was made
that if the group of women meeting achieved consensus without
other memhers present, a woman at the meeting would contact the
miseing member (s> ¢ scolicit her opinion. lhile this practice
has nhot been nhecescary to date, the concern expressed and acted

upon can be construed to be an indication of the importance of

equal ity to the group, and a reflection of the mistrust

inherent in the lack of equality in women's lives.

One final indicator of the process of negotiated equality

of members is the agreement made about cigarette smoKing. fs

we had members who uwere confirmed smokKers, and those who

suffered from cigarette smoke inhalation, a compromise was

agreed to, which all members monitored. The agreement was that

ohnly ore cigarette at & time could be smoKed, sc the smoKers

would take turns, and the non-smokKers would not suffer smoKe

inhalation. While thiz was difficult for smokers to adjust to

at First, being accustomed to smoKing at will, all did very

well at obzerving the rule and reminding new members and those

smokKers that forgot.
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It is important to note that the theme of equality of
members i? distinctive to feminist groups. In traditional
community groups, €.3. The United Church Women (UCW)>, and the
Women's Institute C(WIY, the establishment of a hierarchical
structure negates equality, and therefore little energy is
invested in the process of ensuring equality of members. As
equality is not common in the lives of women, the process of
workKing towards equality of members may be time conszsuming, but
also may contribute to our rpersonal healing and our collective
understanding of what equality means.

Equal ity of members can not be addressed without a
discuszion of the issue of leadership, and my role in the

Jroup . Was I to end up as the group-aprointed or

self-appointed leader because of my status of initiator of the
group, or because of my dual role as member and
student /studier? Very early in the process of planning for
thiz agroup intervention, a conscious decision was made to limit
my tole in the group to initiator and when necessary,
facilitator. There was no intention on my part to be a leader,
feeling this would detract from the goal of equality of
members .

Several steps were taken to limit my pouwer in the group.
An initial precautionary step was to begin by shared
responsibility. Tuo close.momén friends who had expressed an
interest in a support group for themselves were involved at the

cutset. One moved to Winnipeg and was unable to continue her
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from recruitment tc recrganization and continued in the-group
when 1 left. Orce the leadership responsibilities were shared
with another, the procezs of shared leadership had begun. Once
begun, spreading responsibility further became natural.

Ancther initial decision was to purrposely leave the
direction of the group up to the members. Initially the three
of us shared our caonceptions of what the group might be 1iKe,
but the directicrn was established based on consensus of the
womern involved in the group. The direction was not aluways what
1 would have chosen, but as the self-appointed non-leader, I
allowed the women to struggle with group identity issues.,

rather than lead them. The waiting was not aluays easy, the

pacing often slower than anticirated, but the group was
celf-directive. Meetirg time was zet aside, on a regular
basis, to review the direction and process, and 1o make
alterations as necessary.

To say that 1 did not assume direct leadership is not to
zay that I was inactive or without influence. Along with my
interventions, and lack of the same, in the area of equality, 1
served several cther functions. Activity in recruiting members
on an ongaing basis , and my involwvement in interaction and
self-disclosure are three tasks already addressed.
Interventions in the process itself, and the timing of them,
along With provision of resources, from ideas to materials,

were two other crucial functions.
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Intervention in the group process was taken on when group
cenfus ion was‘sensed. Confusion was usually communicated by a
drop in membership? the need for conversation about the group
cutside of the group meetings, particularly betuween another
member and myvself! drastic change in patterns of communication!?
and mostly through an intuitive sense of ease or struggle
inherent in a particular situation or pattern. The process of
identification of confusicocn, and decision-making leading to my
eventual interwvention, can best be described through excerpts
adapted from my Jjournal writings done throughout this
practicum, Thiz particular example deals with group direction,

and the early struggle to decide orn group Focus.

Meeting 4: Only four uwomen attended. It seemed 1 iKe
therary ., with tuwo dvads created, rather than a group
discussion. Is this an indicator more direction is

reeded?
I talkKed uwith M. during the uweek. She was concerned about
group direction also. I« it personal therapy, or

zelf-education, or what?

Meeting S A member phoned to quit the group as it uwas
not meeting her heeds. This call reinforced M. and my
feel ings. M. was on holidavs, so it was left to me to
raise the issue of group direction. I raised the
possibility of dissatisfaction with the group, and got a
mized reactiocn, including a comment that I may be takKing
orn tooe much responsibility for the group. A long
discussiocn of what members likKed about the group came from
mye complaint, as well as some resistance to the idea of
change. Based on my interventiorn, all the women made a
commitment to think about direction and process, and come
back in tuo weeKs f{when M. returned from holidays) to
discuss these iszsues.

Meeting B¢ All members reached a consensus about group
direction. Each woman was heard out, hesitation and
resistance to change discussed. A commitment to preserwve
personal support within the framework of "political®
issues was adopted by all. A further meeting was arranged
toe clarify iszsues pricor tc opening up the group to new
members.,
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Meeting Tt A format for determining "needs® and “"haves"
was suggested and adopted. Thisz presented an opportunity
to offer myself and my services to the group as a member.
Along with this list, meetings were to have an issue focus
and & job rotation for presenting, hosting and providing
fcod was created, te be review at the end of the first
rotatiaon. Responsibil ity wmas now shared in the group. I
offered to write up the agreements made and issues raised
far use alt the review and did so (see Aprpendix 1J.

These notes indicate that in this process a good sense of
+iming was rnecessary. The uwomen in the group were divided
about direction and a methcod had to be introduced to deal with
both +the resistance to change by some members and the need for
change by others. My interwventicn had te be at a point when

the problem was visible to other members, but not so large that

many members would be lost. My facilitation of the planning

meetings, provision of the format for aszsessment of needs,

along with actions to ensure equal cpportunity for each women

+to z=tate her case contributed to the resclution. Confusion had

set in, memhers were leaving, M. and 1 were both concerned

about direction and communication patterns had shifted. In

summary , these factors and my intuitive powers indicated the

presence of struasle. Change was hecessary, and I, as a

cKilled worKer, Knowledgeable about feminist group process, wWas

in the best positicn to facilitate the process. I¥ one uwas 1o

examine this intervention within the framework provided by

Maier ¢1881), again it would be obvicus that [ was ocperating

from the Model C perspective in social work

intervention,referred to in TRBLE 3 on page 48.

In order to further analyze my role in the group, it is
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necessary to move to discussion of coentent, as much of my
intervention was of a content nature. That is, 1 contributed
ideas, information and rescurces as required or requested by

the group, along with self~disclosure of personal concerns and

experience as a group member.,

Cantent Themes

Content refers to the issues of importance in the lives of

the women in the group, and by natural extension, to the issues

of rural women in general.

While the process of ending the silencing of women is

inherently healing, hearing the needs of women and finding some

way to respond to those needs is also part of healing, and

necessarily therefore part of the support group function.
Objectives for content were proposed at the ocutset of this
practicum. The group was to provide a forum for women in
Portage La Prarie and area toc begin to discuss issues of
caoncern to thems to decrezsse the physical and emotichnal
isclation inherent in rural 1life for women’? to help women in
Portage become auware of how they are affected by the pressures
of society’s and to support each other in individual action, and
hepefully over time to corganize for change within the
cémmunity, aor in support of other community action. Objectives
for content were established based on the same literature cited

for process goals.,
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FORUM FOR DISCUSSION

Woemen need to be able to speak about their lives openly

and honestly without fear of rejection. Many issues which

affect women's lives are hot generally discussed with family,

male partners, or even other women friends. The group provided

a forum in which any issue of concern could be raised, and in

fact some iszues and experiences discussed had never bean made

fsublic" before. This can be takKen as a sign of freedom to

divulge the perscnalspelitical realities of these uwomen's

lives. A partial list of issues and questions raised in

general conversation, pricr to the recrganization for

facilitation of a focussed discussion of issues, provides

further insight inte this statement. The list would include:

the difficulty of makKing connections in a small toun; women's
tendency to always do for others with little time for
self-caref coping with culture shocK in the urban-/rural
transition? usefulness and how we try to live up to others
ideals: discrimination (racial and sex) inh the Jjob market,
particularly in rural areas with limited emplovment
poscibilities? tracking cvcles of depression’ escaping abusive
relationships? craziness--houw do uwe Know if we are and can uwe
truszt those who label us? responsibility and why women are
zluavs £o responsible; sexuality and orgasm--why don't men take
mere respohsibility for our pleasure’ relationships and how to
be more equal? viclence against women--is the fear of it as

areat a control as the act? and sexist larguagse--how do I stop
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using "girls" for women.

The listing of "what I can give" and "uh;t I need" at the
ceventh meeting brousht to light other areas of concern. These
included! womer's spirituality and traditional organized
religion? sexuality and body image’ relaxaticn and stress
management! children--yes or hoj PMS; women-helping-women--ue
have te educate ocurselves on the iszsues to help otlher women;
Birth contrel and women's body cycles? houw to deal with the
medical syvstem to get quality care’ nen-sexist child~rearing at
home and at schocl? women and nuclear pouer’ why are women
cons idered zo weak when we are so strong! overcoming sex bias

in the workplace, or at least how to live with it} how to find

a balance between traditional expectations and feminism when

vou have to live with both? women and mental
health--professionl help, is it helpful’? lesbianisms/ how to
achieve equality in interperscnal relationships? community
mobilizaticon! and sex role sterectyping in the school system.

As most members felt a certain level of anxiety about
making presentations, we agreed that each womarn could select
the topic of her choice for at least the first presentation.
Four women presented on four issues. Along with my
presentation on femini=m, the topics of the first issue
sessions included:? sexism in the school systems PMS; and
stress and relaxation.

The

({3

ession on feminism dealt with mythz about feminists,

and translating feminism into dary-to-day life. A video made by
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MACSW on "Feminism and Its Place in Rural Communities” uwas
utilized along with hando;ts on feminism. "Sexism in the
School Syvstem” delved into the differences betuween men and
women arnd how these were culturally rather than bioclogically
based. The member presenting detailed how the system
reinforces stereotypes using & parper she had uritten at
University, az well as material I provided on the psychology of
women and the education issue of HERizons., PMS was presented
through the use of a self-help manual from the lomen's Health
Clinic, and a wideo of Marjorie SalKi's report on PMS [ was
able to pick up in Winnipeg. Biagnocsis and treatment of FPME
were discusszed, alorg with an interesting conversation about

"what would PMS be l1iKe if women were valued, could it be an

energizing and creative time, rather than an 'illness'?".

Ancther member presented on "Stress and Relaxation", adapting a

method she had used with groups before. We discussed how uwe

falt phvsically wher we were stressed, followed by involvement

in a guided relaxation fantasy. All but one member found the

exercize relaxing and energizing. For that member the imagery

was of things of which she was afraid, e.g. umater. For +the

most part, the group felt so energized that the possibility of

including an "energizer" at the beginning of each meeting was

raised to be conesidered at the review.

While some issues mwere dealt with by topics, others have

become part of the ongoing process. Thesze include use of

sexist language, and the strength and commonality of women's
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experience.

;t is easy to see that there are many things on the minds
of the rural women in the group. Many topics are left
unexplored at this time, but & sharing process had begun. This
shar ing contributes to the achievement of the second goal, that

of decreasing isolation.

DECREASIMNG ISOLATION

lzolation has been described previocusly as one of the
major compohnerts of rural women's lives {(Haussman and Halseth,
192837 Evans and CooperstocK, 1883)>. The deprivatization of
worman 's lives, inherent in the support group process, decreases

isolation for women. Women learn that they are not alone, that

in sharing their lives their burdens are lessened, their joy
increased (Levine, 18827 Jeffreys, 18777 Mander and Rush,
18745,

Many comments throughout the duration of my involvement
with these women indicated the truth about the isclation in
+heir lives. Although a diverse group, all the women in the
group shared at least one common characteristic, they uwere
imports into the community. When a woman moves and leaves her
family and friends behind, a void is left that needs to be
filled. Mildred Caplan's (1878) article on women and the
stresse of moving highlights issues in this area. Personal
experience of myself and other women in the group attests to

the tact that it is not easy breakKing into the community of
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Portage, and often seemed impossible to develop meaningful
relationshipe. Although the circunﬁtances of their lives
differed enormously, many of the women expressed a serious
deficit in the area of personal connections in the community.
One woman, & resident for 8 years, began the group questioning
her need for support as she had friendshirps and belonged to
other groups. By her second meeting she Knew what she had come
for, & place to spear the truth and be understocd and accepted.
She had lacked support, but had filled her life with activity
and "almozt" did not miss it. Another woman, emsshed in an
emotionally abusiwve relationship, receritly cut off from her
ties in Winnipeg, was isolated several miles cutside of

Portage. She had met a feuw people at workK, but had few Friends

and no place to deal with the emmense pain and sadness in her
life. Moving two months previously from Winnipeg, from a close
circle of wamen friends, another woman found ocur group quickly.
She recognized the sense of community available to her there.
Moving aften with the military, a fourth woman commented that
for the duration of her child-bearing years, she had been
cut-c¥f-touch. She had had no opportunities {for intellectual
stimulation or connection, now she did. Personally, 1
empathize with the desrair creasted when feelings of isclation
preveil, because as & rural woman I had had the same
experience, and found the group to relieve many of the worst
effects of emotional isclation.

The rural world iz a man's world. Women have few
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opportunities toc get together for self-care. Many are isclated
by geograph?, some because of lacK of workK cutside the home.
The majority are emotionally isolated with few corportunities to
meet and interact with women in a meaningful way. Most
opportunities involve other commitments, like baking for

caommun ity service groups, or supervising children's activities,
or campeting in sports. Unlike the city, there is no place for
woemen te gather! rno womens ' resource centre or clinic or club
(Ewans and CocperstocK, 18833, Women must create their ouwn
cpportunities for cornection, and a support group is che of

them.

AWARENESS OF SOCIETAL PRESSURES

Putting into practice the objectives of helping women
become auware of how they are affected by the pressures of
society requires Knowledge of the issues. These issues have
been documented in the review of literature preceeding, and the
extensive biblicgraphy following.

Each woman came to the group with & wealth of information
sbout her life experience with soccietal pressures. Some came
with awarenesz of the unique position of women as a group in
our androcentric, or male-oriented, society, some did not.

Many women suffered the burden of guiltl for many things they
could net change. Half of the women shared the difficulties of
trving to negotiate relationships with male partners, with a

wide range of suUcCess. Lack of childcare was problematic for at
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least ohe woman, lacK of stimulation outside the home another.
Limited emplovment opportunities affected five women, uit; two
losirng jobs and three getting new jobs over the duration of the
group. Shortage of money affected at least two women on a
regular basis. Time constraints and resulting lacK of energy
affected most. Unavailability of educational resources wWwas &
main concern for at least twuo womern. As & group we have had
first hand experience with many stressful events common to
women! rape! battering fas "wives" and as children’; death of a
parent! apprehension of children! alcoholic spouse!’ admission
to mental hospitals addiction to prescription drugsi divorce’
marr iage! birthing} post-partum depression’ miscarriage?

menopause’ unemployment: underemployment’; sexual harrasment?

poor body image’ and moving. All the women have experienced
depression and powverty at oneg time in their lives.

What isc the purpose of Knowing women's experiences with
societal pressures on a personal level? The feminist premise
iz that we are all experts on being women if we can get in
touch with ocur experiential Knowledge. Through this process ue
can build up 2 new body of Knowledge based on our deepest
fircsthand experience of ocurselves. Feminism seeks to bring out
the validity of our experierce as women so that our experience
begins to replace errconecus sccial mythology (kevine, 138335
Marider and Rush, 19743,

There iz a pouer in the streﬁgth it takes to survive the

struggles Knouwrn to everywoman. This power is diffused uhen
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women believe that they are alone in their experience in the
world, and therefore bad experiences #Pe necessarily their
fault. They come to beleive that they are "different", mavbe
even "crazy" (Chesler, 1872). When women come together to talkK
about their lives, we learn that women have strengths-the
strength to survive, to relate, and to create aneuw.

The feeling of enhanced rFersonal power, combined with the
celf-education provided through discussion of the issues does
not eliminate sccietal prezsures. The awareness created can be

a springboard for beoth personal and political action.

PERZONAL AND POLITICAL ACTION

The quest for action comes in learning to understand

women's position. Action comes in many forms, from
cel¥-education on issues, to public education, to political
lobbying, to changes in our perscnal lives to facilitate our
grouth &s persons. Qften the exrperience of accepting the
reality of womens' coppression stirs a need to do something, no
matter how small, to alter cur lives and or our community
tWomer 's Self Help Network, 18384).

At this lewel of personal action, first and foremost is
the commitment the women &ll made to regular uweeKly attendance
of the support grour meetings., Out of tuenty women who
attended at least one meeting, a core group of eight women was
formed. These women came prepared each weekK to share of their

lives with each other. (OFf the eight, seven attended almoest all
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of the meetings, there was ohne exception. One woman attended
sporadically, butiuas accepted by the others as a group member.
Her infrequent attendance was not interpreted as lack
ofcommitment to the group, but rather as over commitment in
other areas in her life.) Each weeK a woman acted as
presenter, host or food prowvider. They have arranged their
usually busy livez to be involuwed in a process that stimulates
intellectual! and emstional growth.

Other action on & perscnal level has meant chanses in
personal relationships, from termination in the case of the
womahn in the abusive relationship, to negotiation of more
equal ity in others.

Emplovment status, a big issue in our group, was altered.

Through netuworking within the group, one womah found suitable
employment. Ancther woman acted on her need to workK outside
the home, and secured part-time emplovyment enabling her to
moethernork as Well as use her sKills in paid employment. Four
women have had to deal with the issue of pending dr existing
unemplovment, and how that affects our sense of usefulness.
Reslizing her cveruhelming feelings of overuworkK, ancther woman
left her job to take time for herseldt.

While individual and political actior may be considered
different in soeme wravs, they often ocverlap. Ihdiuiduai
memberships to the Action Commitiee have been takKen ocut by some
memkers, giving them a direct connection to an organization

committed te action on behalf of women. This can therefore be
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cons idered political, although personal. A link was made to
Beuv Petercs, from the Action Committee uhen'she attended our pot
luck. 5She will continue to prowvide materials, ideas, or
support requested by the group in their future endeavors.

The action the womer have taken on behalf of themselves
has begun to spread out into the community. One goal of the
group was to become informed of the issues, to enable them to
take sction with and on behalf of other women. Each waman has
takKen responsiblity for inviting new women to the sgroup, ftor an
issue meeting of interest to them or to join us. It is
probabkle that in the future the meetings will be advertised,
once all the women are comfortable with the idea and a larger,

more commonh meeting space is found. The group Was involwved in

hosting "Side Effects”, a play on women and pharmaceutivcals
through billeting of the cast, selling of tlickKets, and various
duties on the night of the play. The cast led & discussion on
the issue after the play, and it is hoped that further action
in the community was inspired by this. One hundred and eighty
persons, mostly women, attended and sixteen women signed up for
& committee to promote other educational issues reggrding women
in the fall. It can be said to have beer a resounding success.
Some of the wo