
Club name: CFUW Oakville

Resolution Title: Violence Against Women in Politics

Resolved, That the Canadian Federation of University Women (CFUW) urge all levels of 
government to develop and implement action plans to end Violence Against Women in 
Politics (VAW-P) including but not limited to:

1. A national inquiry into the root causes of violence against women in politics with the goal 
of developing actions and implementing plans to address the issues identified;

2. A broad regulatory framework for Social Media companies to ensure they address the 
online increase of violence against women in politics;

3. Mandated public stands by political parties across Canada against violence and 
harassment of women in politics.

Background

VAW-P happens at all levels of government and is the result of deep-rooted prejudice, structural 
inequality and antiquated gender role theory (Carnegie, 2020, p. 2).  VAW-P is increasingly 
recognised around the world as a significant barrier to women’s participation in politics (Krook, M.
L., & Restrepo Sanin, J., 2019).  “VAW-P is motivated by a desire to repress, deter, control or 
otherwise coerce the political rights of the victims because of the victim’s gender” (SSHRCC, 
March, 2019).

For the purposes of the development of this resolution, the following definition of VAW-P has 
been used.

“Violence Against Women in Politics is part of a spectrum of gender-based violence that 
includes physical, psychological, economic and symbolic actions or threats against 
women that result in, or are intended to result in, harm or suffering against women simply 
because they are women.  It is intersectional, as racialized minorities, members of 
LGBTQ2S community, the poor, religious minorities, disabled persons, and younger 
women tend to experience violence in politics disproportionally based on their social 
identities.”  (SSHRCC, March, 2019)

Violence against women and gender-based violence has long been a priority for CFUW clubs 
across Canada, guided by policies including:

 Gender-based Violence in Post-Secondary Campuses
 Gun Control 
 Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls

In addition, clubs regularly take an active part in International Women’s Day, the 16 Days of 
Activism Against Gender-based Violence and events commemorating the Montreal Massacre.

There is no existing CFUW policy that addresses the issue of VAW-P.  The background used in 
the development of this resolution has been limited to women running for public office or holding 
an elected position.  Outside the scope for this resolution are many other women in the public 
eye. 

Canadian Experience     

In Canada, like other jurisdictions, there is little quantitative data that paints a picture of the 
experience of women politicians.  Participation levels provide some insight. In the current Federal
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parliament, 98 MPs out of 338 members are women.  For provincial and territorial legislative 
assemblies, women make up 35.6% or 275 women of 772 legislators.  While the goal of the 
Canadian Senate is to have an equal number of men & women (gender parity), as of August 27, 
2021, there are 46 women in the 105 seat Canadian Senate.  There are currently 13 vacancies in
the Senate (January 2, 2022). “VAW-P is increasingly recognized around the world as an 
emerging tactic to deter women’s political participation as candidates and elected officials (Krook,
et. al., 2016)”.

In Canada, there is a growing sense that VAW-P is becoming more prevalent. Anecdotal 
information in support of this alarming trend is provided by increased media coverage of these 
incidents and by female politicians speaking out. The following examples of harassment support 
the escalating concern regarding VAW-P. 

 During the last Federal election, Conservative Member of Parliament (MP) Michelle 
Rempel-Garner spoke of being accosted on the street and in a restaurant by people 
yelling threats and conspiracy theories. She felt fear when out in the public and had to 
have enhanced security measures (Ibbitson, October 2021). 

 Former Cabinet Minister Jody Wilson-Raybould was subject to political cartoons portraying
physical violence and verbal abuse directed at her (Elwood, February, 2019). 

 While serving as a Liberal Cabinet Minister, Catherine McKenna endured incidents at her 
home, attacks on her campaign office, and daily obscenities on social media. McKenna 
stated “They [social media companies] clearly have no incentive to do the right thing, so 
unfortunately that’s when governments step in” (Ibbitson, October 2021).  

 Former member of Parliament Celina Caesar-Chavannes has publicly shared her 
experience of racism and the need she felt to self-censor, so as not to be seen as a “mad 
black woman”.  She described racist micro-aggressions she experienced on Parliament 
Hill as a “death by a thousand cuts” (SSHRCC, March, 2019).

Attacks against Canadian women politicians are so common that it would be impossible to 
document them all here.  “They all aim to deliver the same message, that women do not belong 
in politics” (SSHRCC, March, 2019).

Magnitude of VAW-P worldwide 
VAW-P is a growing problem worldwide and seems grounded in gender roles.  Characteristics 
traditionally associated with politicians, such as ambition and assertiveness, are perceived to be 
male. Women who demonstrate those traits are moving outside traditional social norms and 
stigmatized (Carnegie, November 2020).  

Globally, quantitative studies in this area of research are rare. Studies that are available include 
the following information:

 A 2016 study “Sexual harassment and violence against women parliamentarians” 
conducted for the Inter-Parliamentary Union found:
 More than 80% of women MPs experienced psychological violence
 One in three experienced economic violence
 One in four experienced physical violence
 One in five experienced sexual violence in their parliament.” (Inter-Parliamentary 

Union, October 2016).
 A 2018 study found more than 40% of women MPs and parliamentary staff in Europe 

experienced sexual harassment on the job (Inter-Parliamentary Union, October 2016).
 A recent European study (December 2020) said that women parliamentarians reported 

experiencing nearly twice as much exposure to torture, ill treatment and acts of violence as
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men and that the COVID-19 pandemic had exacerbated threats of violence (Inter-
Parliamentary Union, October 2016).

 A 2016 Colombian survey showed 63% of respondents (women) were victims of violent 
acts and, in most cases, perpetrators were colleagues (47%) or in the same party (37%) 
(Inter-Parliamentary Union, October 2016)

 Krook, M.L. & Sanin Restrepo, J., in their 2019 article provided other international 
examples including:
 Of 425 women who ran for office in Malawi in 2009, 225 quit before the election 

because of harassment and intimidation
 In Afghanistan, nearly all female candidates in the 2010 election received threatening 

phone calls. 
 In Peru, 41% of female mayors and councilors had been subjected to violence
 In Bolivia, 47% of women had been victims of violence more than once (Krook, M.L., 

et. al., 2019).

The Role of Government
It has been argued that sexism in itself is an institutionalized feature of Westminster Parliaments 
(UK, Australia, New Zealand and Canada), and women “may or may not face hostile men, but 
they do face institutions that are constructed to exclude women”. (Collier, C. N., & Raney, T., 
2018) The hyper–partisan nature of Canadian party systems results in loud, sometimes 
disrespectful heckling that is often gendered in nature.  A 2015 survey of MPs conducted by the 
Samara Centre for Democracy found that men heckle more than women but that women are 
more likely to be the targets of jeering across the floor.  Women reported hearing more heckles 
based on gender, age and appearance. (Samara Centre for Democracy, January 2016)
In 2015, in response to inconsistencies in the managing of complaints within political parties, the 
House of Commons developed a Code of Conduct on Sexual Harassment governing non-
criminal sexual harassment claims between MPs.  While lauded by many as a positive step for 
Canadian democracy, the code is embedded within pre-existing norms and procedures of our 
Westminster-style of governance which themselves are gendered.  The new institutionalized 
rules contained within the Code tend to reinforce masculinized norms that perpetuate violence 
against and harassment of female politicians. Symbolic change can have a detrimental effect for 
women by allowing rule makers to claim success and thus prevent further or more effective 
action being taken. (Collier, C. N., et. al, 2018)  

The Role of Political Parties
According to UN Women (Inter-Parliamentary Union, October 2016) political parties are among 
the most common perpetrators of violence.  As noted earlier, in the 2016 Colombian survey, 37%
of perpetrators of VAW-P were members of their own party.  Political parties have a role to play in
committing to a more respectful, safer, and humane political environment. They can address 
VAW-P in their party platforms and regulations. They can publicly reject any form of gender-
based violence including VAW-P. 

The Role of Social Media
The proliferation of online abuse is particularly damaging. An online presence is essential in 
today’s political arena. This type of abuse presents a considerable barrier to equal opportunity. 
Women appear to be disproportionally targeted in such attacks.  In a 2015 article by Karla 
Mantilla, she describes these attacks as “gender trolling”, which is distinct from other types of 
trolling in that they are usually:

 Perpetrated against women who have an opinion online and state it;
 Graphic in sexuality and gender-based insults;
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 Cross-platform in nature (i.e. Twitter/Facebook/Instagram);
 High in frequency, intensity and duration;
 Committed by multiple attackers in a coordinated campaign, e.g. cybermobs, bots. 

(SSHRCC, March, 2019)

“Worldwide, women in politics are frequent targets of abuse and threats online, but social media 
companies and governments are not doing nearly enough to combat it.” (Carnegie November 
2020).  One of the 14 recommendations from the April 2019 report of the Standing Committee on 
the Status of Women advises “that the Government of Canada develop and fund awareness 
campaigns and training programs to counter the negative effects of gender-based treatment and 
harassment of female politicians, both in traditional and social media”. (House of Commons 
Canada, April 2019)

Conclusion
Attacks against women politicians are often focused on physical appearance and sexuality rather 
than political views.  The Government of Canada is to be commended for allocating funds in the 
Fall 2021 budget to create a National Action Plan on Violence Against Women and Gender-
based violence (Dale, A., et. al., 2021). While there are many factors in common, the uniqueness 
of the issues of VAW-P require specific action. In reviewing several key publications and 
worldwide and Canadian data we have concluded that the key factors and solutions to address 
VAW-P require a National resolution that allows CFUW clubs across Canada to advocate for 
change. The creation of a national inquiry into the root causes of violence against women in 
politics with actions and implementation plans is recommended to address the issues identified. 

Implementation
CFUW National can:

 Conduct an awareness campaign regarding the issues related to VAW-P
CFUW Clubs can:

 adopt & include the definition of VAW-P proposed in this resolution and include it in any 
club correspondence related to this issue

 contact and write letters to local MPs and MPPs supporting a National Inquiry
 send letters to editors and news media to denounce gender-based political violence
 include local women politicians as speakers to highlight this issue 
 hold all candidates’ meetings focused on platforms and issues prior to elections 
 encourage members to call out misogynistic behaviour when observed 
 advocate to legislatures across Canada to immediately adopt explicit policies and 

procedures that prohibit VAW-P
 advocate for improved filtering tools by Social Media companies to identify and remove 

abusive or disinformation content from their platforms
 advocate for the development and enforcement of a code of conduct for users of Social 

Media that condemns VAW-P
 advocate for education in schools on appropriate use of social media including 

communicating respectfully. 
Individual CFUW members can:

 volunteer to support female political campaigns 
 lend financial support to female politicians/candidates for office
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