
In the rebellious summer of 1968, women students, staff and faculty 
organized the Women’s Caucus.  They held protests,  published scathing 
articles, and battled for birth control and abortion, employment rights and 
feminist course content. 

The Women’s Caucus is the ancestor of today’s Women's Centre Collective, 
which continues to work for women’s rights and freedoms on campus, in 
Canada, and around the world.

The SFU Archives has collections from the Women’s Bookstore, the Childcare 
Society, SFSS Women’s Centre, and Andrea Lebowitz.  Do you have questions 
about feminism and activists at SFU?  The answers are in the Archives.

How did women’s rights 
evolve at SFU?
The answer is in the Archives.

Women’s Caucus rises to the challenge

Janiel Jolley of the Women’s Caucus 
enrolled as a candidate in the 1970 
Miss Canadian University contest. 
As the final winners were about to 
be announced she rose and 
denounced “contests that glorify 
women as plastic sex objects.” 
Supporters in the audience sang 
“We Shall Overcome” while others 
laughed, or shouted in agreement or 
scorn.  The event received plenty of 
publicity, sparking debate and 
raising awareness. 

Beauty is redefined

Never Done, the first history of 
women in Canada, was published 
in 1974 by Andrea Lebowitz and 
other Women’s Caucus members. 
The rapid development of research 
on women in Canada kickstarted 
with revolutionary books like this.

Women’s work 
is recognized

Andrea Lebowitz was a veteran of the US civil rights campaigns 
when she joined SFU’s English Department in 1965.  Maggie 
Benston held appointments in chemistry and computing science. 
Strong advocates for social justice and women's rights, they took 
their proposal for a Women’s Studies Program to the SFU Senate 
in 1975. 

Senators were worried that such a department would 
become a women's academic ghetto, without disciplinary 
standards.  
The intensity of the debate matched the intensity of the 
July thunderstorm outside.  When the Senate finally agreed, 
it stipulated that Women's Studies professors should hold 
appointments in established departments like History or 
English.  Thus SFU became the first Canadian university to 
create a credit Women’s Studies Program.

Today Women’s Studies is a full-fledged department 
offering undergraduate majors and M.A. and Ph.D. 
programs. 
It builds networks with other activists to work against social 
and economic exploitation of women globally.

Credit is given where credit is due

SFU was revolutionary in 
admitting mature students, and 
Chancellor Gordon Shrum went 
on record in the Vancouver Sun 
that there would be 
“babysitting services.”  But in 
reality nothing of the kind was 
in place.  In the summer of 
1968, frustrated mothers 
staged a “sit-in” in the 
University boardroom. 
Then, without a budget or a 
license, they set up the Family 
Co-op daycare in a corner of 
the student lounge!

The Child Care Centre has a tempestuous birth

SFU’s Women’s Centre is a legacy of the feminists of the 70s, 80s and 90s.  The 
first one, a small room in the Transportation Centre, opened in 1974.  Today 
the Women’s Centre is run by a 
volunteer collective and two 
part-time staff.   It offers 
support and information, a 
library, outreach activities, and 
a safe space for women 
working and studying at the 
university.

At last: a room of their own

Your Archives. Your University.

Vancouver debutantes grace SFU’s 
newly-acquired jade boulder.  Vancouver Life, 
November 1965.

Rosalind Sinclair, sister of the 
future Margaret Trudeau, won 
the first Miss SFU title in 1966.  
SFU Archives.

Photo of Janiel Jolley for Maggie Benston's 
article “What is a Beauty Contest?”  The 
article appeared in the February 1970 issue 
of The Pedestal, a newspaper started by 
Women's Caucus in 1969.  SFU Archives  
Women's Bookstore Collection

SFU Archives  
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Andrea Lebowitz 
became the first 
coordinator of the 
Women’s Studies 
Program.

Maggie Benston, after helping found the Women's Studies Program, became a 
professor of computing science and women's studies.  She examined issues 
relating to women, society, and technological change.  Her work often focused 
on social needs such as improving communication between community 
groups in Vancouver via the computer.

This photo from The Peak of June 1968 was captioned, “With the board of 
governors holding their meetings downtown why shouldn’t the empty board 
room be used as a nursery...?” 

Women’s Caucus member and student/mother 
Melody Killian was a leader in the daycare struggle.  
After the new Child Care Centre opened in 1977, she 
said,  “Parents using the new building owe a lot to 
the mothers of my time.”

Sandy Wilson, now a filmmaker (My 
American Cousin) drew this cartoon 
for The Peak in February 1970.

SFU Women's Studies 
Department

In 1965 there was just one woman, Letty Wilson, in 
administration at SFU. There were few women on faculty. 
Male students outnumbered women 62% to 38%. 

Women students wore long, elegant 
gowns to the President’s Ball and the 
Arts Formal. They were invited to pose 
in swimsuits to compete for the titles 
of Miss SFU and Miss Clansman. But 
there were no courses about women in 
society, no daycare facilities, and not 
much awareness about equal rights 
issues. All that was about to change!

A new and bigger facility for women 
opened in 1980.  SFU Week.

Illustration from an article about the Women’s Centre in March, 1975. The Peak.


