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Sanctuary is a sacred place, and par- 
ticularly one that affords refuge, pro- 
tection, or right of asylum. Virtually 
the world's first "grassroots* move- 
ment, the offer of sanctuary is an 
ancient tradition ofhelping people in 
need of a safe place. It is grounded in 
a common faith that empowers us to 
act in accordance with our conscience. 
Since secrecy suppresses the opportu- 
nity to maintain a consensus of con- 
science that will openly defy unjust 
laws, the sanctuary movement advo- 
cates openness. 

Sanctuaries existed among many 
peoples at different stages of civiliza- 
tion, among tribal people as well as 
among Phoenicians, Syrians, Egyp- 
tians, and Greeks. Sanctuary provi- 
sions may be found in Hebrew, Ro- 
man, Germanic, Irish, canon, com- 
mon, and civil law. 

Sacred trees, altars, temples, and 
churches have represented sanctuary. 
The quality of sanctuary sometimes 
adhered to a person rather than a 
place, to priests or priestesses (for 
example, thevestalvirgins in Rome), 
or even, in some cultures, to all 

evev year. ches. Later, during 
the medieval pe- 

A A A A riod, when canon 
law rivalled secu- 

lar authority, churches in England, 
were recognized sanctuaries, for a 
temporary period, to accused wrong- 
doers. In Europe, the right of sanc- 
tuary, although much restricted in 
the sixteenth century, survived until 
the French Revo1ution.l 

Whatever its origin, the institution 
of sanctuary is a very old and useful 
political tool. It guards against capital 
punishment, uncontrolled blood 
vengeance, and provides some pro- 
tection for fugitives facing unjust laws. 

The Underground Railroad and 
the Canadian Anti-Slavery 
Society 

Although it could be argued that 
the North American continent-the 
new "promised landn--offered sanc- 
tuary to the early settlers who were 
ofien poor and oppressed, this privi- 
lege was never formally acknowledged 
in American common laworstatutes. 
The first practical provision of sanc- 
tuary in North America occurred in 
the years before the Civil War when 
the Underground Railroadcame into 
being to help slaves flee the southern 
United States. In direct violation of 
the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, which 
explicitly ~rohibited harbouring or 
assisting runaway slaves, members of 

the clergy, Quakers, and slave aboli- 
tionists set up a network of way sta- 
tions where slaves could hide. Prior 
to 1850, any slave who had made it 
into the northern states was safe and 
free, however, the passage of the Fu- 
gitive Slave Law in 1850 meant that 
there was no longer any safe haven in 
the United States (Blockson). 

As early as 1820, Charles Stewart, 
secretary of the Canadian Anti-Slav- 
ery Society, set aside some town lots 
for the accommodation of escaped 
slaves. During the same year the 
Underground Railroad is reported 
to have established definite routes 
into Canada from all parts of the 
United States. At first, the number 
of slaves entering Canada was small 
but the number increased with each 
decade, reaching the greatest volume 
afier the passage of the Fugitive Slave 
Law of 1850. It is reported that 1,200 
refugees reached the Toronto area 
every year. No less than 3,000 ar- 
rived there within three months af- 
ter 1850 (Blockson 287). Many 
Canadians were "underground" 
agents who made countless excur- 
sions into the deep South to guide 
men, women, and children to free- 
dom in Canada. Henry Bibb, a Ken- 
tucky slave who moved to Canada, 
went on to publish Canada's anti- 
slavery newspaper, Voice of the Fugi- 
tive, and organized the Refugee 
Home Colony which purchased 
1,300 acres of land in Canada for 
fugitive slaves (Blockson 83). Dr. 
Alexander Ross was an agent in To- 
ronto. A distinguished ornithologist, 
he moved freely without suspicion 
wandering into fields and wood to 
spread the word. He  would speak to 
secret meetings, explain how the 
underground worked, give slaves a 
few dollars, a pocket compass, a knife, 
a pistol, as much food as he could 
carry, and careful instructions. His 
initial efforts in assisting slaves to 
Canada were successful and he even- 
tually travelled deeper and deeper 
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south (Blockson 28 9). Several agents 
paid a very high price for their civil 
disobedience. Charles Torrey, a New 
England minister, died in prison af- 
ter helping some 400 slaves escape. 
The Presbyterian minister, John 
Rankin, maintained a sanctuary in 
Ohio across the river from the slave 
state of Kentucky. Slave-owners of- 
fered rewards of as high as $2,500 
for Rankin's assassination. 

N o d  American involvement in 
the Vietnam War (1965-1975) 

It was not until the Vietnam War 
that sanctuary was explicitly (al- 
though still not officially) invoked in 
North America. Numerous churches 
and campuses all over the continent 
sheltered those seeking to avoid mili- 
tary service. It was seen as an act of 
civil disobedience, rooted in moral 
opposition to an unjust war, a politi- 
cal protest, and a conflict between 
community, conscience, and govern- 
ment. Those who did not escape 
were arrested-many within the sanc- 
tuaries themselve-r surrendered 
voluntarily. All were prosecuted by 
American civil or military courts. The 
concept ofsanctuarywas never tested 
in court, for all the defendants ac- 
cepted their sentences as conse- 
quences of their actions. None of the 
sanctuaries was ever directly pros- 
ecuted (Bau). 

During the Vietnam conflict, 
Quakers2 from around the world ran 
one of the most effective relief pro- 
grams in South Vietnam. The medi- 
cal aid program of the Canadian 
Friends Service Committee aided 
non-combatants in North as well as 
South Vietnam. The United States 
government had decreed that Ameri- 
cans who contributed to the Cana- 
dian program would be in violation 
of American laws and could be im- 
prisoned for up to ten years as well as 
fined as much as $10,000. Neverthe- 
less, funds continued to be openly 

Courage, 

collected throughout the war at ral- 
lies for the Canadian medical aid 
program (Crittenden 38). 

Refugees from Central America 
(1 980-1 986) 

and Defiance 

The sanctuary movement publicly 
mobilized once again when political 
refugees sought legal guidance and 
physical protection from the civil war 
in Central America. In early 1981 
independent investigations found 
widespread abuse of refugees' rights.3 
In the summer of 1981, Canada 
stopped deporting Salvadorans 
(Crittenden 355). 

The ofice of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), whose mandate is the pro- 
tection of refugees everywhere, joined 
the protesters afier conducting inves- 
tigations in 198 1. The UNHCR began 
to help Salvadorans arrested in the 
United States find a safe haven in 
Canada. The UNHCR representative 
sent a letter to immigration lawyers 
around the country, reminding them 
ofthe international definition of"refu- 
gee" and how that legal standard might 
apply to their clients. Infuriated, the 

whole communities openly resisted 
the government (see Crittenden). 

The children's "underground 
railroad" 

In 1988, the Boston Globe reported 
that, although there does not yet ap- 
pear to be a national "underground 
railroad* comparable to the ones that 
hid slaves before the Civil War or 
Central American refugees in recent 
years, regional networks are evolving 
out of local support groups, rape cri- 
sis centres, and battered women's 
shelters offering sanctuary to chil- 
dren who need protection that is not 
being provided by the courts. Other- 
wise law-abiding citizens are not only 
acting as foster parents for child fugi- 
tives but also disguising them with 
hair dye and false identification pa- 
pers. Around the country, judicial 
disregard for allegations ofchild sexual 
abuse is driving mothers to hide their 
offspring. And a movement, com- 
posed primarily of adults who were 
sexually abused as children, is emerg- 
ing to shelter them (Golden). 

Today the "children's under- 
ground" is a strong global movement, 

Although there does not yet appear to be a national 
"underground railroad" comparabk to the ones 

that hid slaves, regional networks are evolving out of 
local support groups and battered women i shelters 

ofering sanctuary to childrm who need protection. 

State Department refused to grant 
access to its files, thereby effectively 
preventing UNHCR from exercising its 
function. Clergy and lay community 
members, together with human rights 
groups throughout North America, 
responded with their conscience. 
Refugees were smuggled across bor- 
ders, unjust laws were broken, and 

grounded in the sacred and ancient 
trust of sanctuary, as well as a belief 
in non-territorial, collective child- 
rearing that always puts the needs of 
the child first. The "children's un- 
derground" is ofien a mother's only 
option. Regretfully, the sanctuary 
historically provided by the "Northn 
to slaves escaping the United States 
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is currently not available to women 
and children. Canada has, in fact, 
incarcerated a woman who sought 
to protect her child from potential 
abuse4 and &&er endangers the lives 
of many women by controlling bat- 
tered women's shelters through gov- 
ernment hnding. While the ideals 
o f  sanctuary are benign, the risk for 
women who are forced to come out 
of hiding are great. 

had to stay with Loyalist military 
regiments. Unlike Native women, 
white women were not allowed to 
fight and were given no role in mili- 
tary decision-making. British officials 
refused to take responsibility for 
women not attached to men. In 1778, 
the British reluctantly agreed to take 
some responsibility; however, they 
insisted that mothers and children 
live in supervised camp-like settings 

founded fear of persecution because 
of their race, religion, nationality, 
political opinion, or membership in a 
particular social group, are outside of 
their country of nationality and are 
unable or unwilling to return (see 
Kaprielian-Churchill and Churchill). 
The Protocol of 1967 broadened the 
original scope of the Convention by 
ensuring that protection was extended 
not only to people displaced by World 

Canada's record in protecting 
men, women, and children 

Little has been written5 about the 
rehgee camps from Quebec City to 
Sorel, established to house Loyalist 
women and children who fled the 
frontiers of the American colonies in 
the 1770s. Over 85 per cent of Loy- 
alists now settled around Cataraqui 
(present day Kingston) spent their 
refugee years in Quebec. With no 
habea~ corpus or trial by jury, people, 
and especially "disobedientn women, 
could be subjected to indefinite im- 
prisonment. In 1777, the Governor 
of Quebec ordered that all refugees6 

to control their activities and mini- 
mize expense. Stress, depression, pov- 
erty, poor diet, illness, and death was 
common (Potter-McKinnon 1 18). 

The Geneva Convention 

The 1951 Geneva Convention 
clarified the legal status of displaced 
peoples in Europe after World War 
11, establishing the status of refugee 
and the principle ofnon-refoulement, 
or the obligation to offer an indi- 
vidual protection from life-threaten- 
ing situations. The Convention was 
applied globally and defined refugees 
as people who, by reason of a well- 

War 11, but to all those who became 
refugees after 1951. 

In 1986,Canada was awarded the 
United Nations' Nansen Prize, an 
award that best exemplifies compas- 
sion to refugees in its immigration 
policies. Canada did take in more 
than 60,000 Vietnamese, Kampu- 
chean, and Laotian boat people in 
1980.7 But, have Canadian policies 
really been as compassionate as this 
award suggests? From our treatment 
of refugees from Hitler's Germany 
to our own witch hunts for "unde- 
sirables" (Whitaker 103-105), our 
"compassion" has been limited. Se- 
cret files, only recently made avail- 
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able under the Access to Informa- 
tion Act, are so shocking that even 
the Deschenes Commission, created 
specificdly to investigate claims that 
Nazi war criminals were residing in 
Canada, suppressed details (see 
Whitaker; Avery). 

Examples of Canada's "compas- 
sionate policies" are sometimes quite 
contradictory. O n  one hand, Khadra 
Hassan Farrah was the first woman 
in Canada to be granted refugee sta- 
tus because she feared genital mutila- 
tion. Farrah did not want to take her 
daughter back to Somalia where she 
would undergo the ritual. She was 
prepared to give up her daughter for 
adoption in Canada if her case was 
rejected (see Fennell; Monsebraaten; 
Miller). O n  the other hand, federal 
Immigration Minister, Sergio 
Marchi, recently rejected a plea from 
the Quebec government and deported 
a battered Trinidadian woman. 
Bernard Landry, Quebec's Immigra- 
tion Minister, had asked Marchi to 
suspend Taramatie Ramsubhag's de- 
portation so Landry could examine 
her application for sanctuary. How- 
ever, three federal immigration "po- 
lice" swooped down on Ramsubhag's 
three children and took them to Im- 
migration Canada's detention centre 
in Montreal, They were put on a 
plane with their mother and deported 
to Trinidad (Norris 1). 

Bill C-86 

The National Organization of Im- 
migrant and Visible Minority 
Women of  Canada (NOIVMW), 
founded in Winnipeg in 1986, notes 
that one-third of the 33,000 refugee 
claimants for 1991 in Canada were 
women. Bill C-86 was introduced by 
the Minister of Employment and 
Immigration in 1992. This Bill called 
for important changes in Canadian 
immigration priorities. Criticism of 
Bill C-86 was extensive and well or- 
ganized. Flaws were highlighted in 
the testimony O ~ N O I V M W W ~ ~ C ~  con- 
centrated its attack on the failure to 
recognize "the realities ofwomen who 
have experienced persecution in the 
form ofsexud assault." NOW called 

on the government to broaden the 
definition of "refugee* to include sex 
as grounds for persecution for which 
a person can be recognized as a reh- 
gee (see Avery). 

Although Bill C-86 passed virtu- 
ally intact, the Mulroneygovernment 
did make one major concession. O n  
March 9,1993, the Immigration and 
Rehgee Board issued its Guidrlines 
for Women Re&gees Facing Gmder- 
Related Penccution, which acknowl- 
edged some of the arguments sent 
forth in the NOlVMW brief. 

Pum'ng Gendrr on the Agenda: A 
Guidr to Participating in UN World 
Confcences is one positive result of 
the work that Canadian women have 
made to the gender issue. Gender 
Equality Measure (GEM) is clearly 
defined in the United Nations' Hu- 
man Development Report 1995. Gen- 
der is finally not only on the agenda 
but it could be central to all develop- 
ment programs before the year 2000. 

Sanctuary as civil disobedience: 
JEWELS International 

The members of JEWELS Interna- 
tional-which stands for Justice, 
Equality, and Equity for Women 
Everywhere, Legally, Lawlessly, and 
Shamelessly-describe sanctuary as 
civildisobedienceagainst unjust laws. 
The sanctuary movement remains a 
political protest of women against 
laws which uphold the status quo. 
We consider civil disobedience to be 
an inalienable right. Women's shel- 
ters and rape crisis centres have lost 
their ability to take risks and offer 
sanctuary to allwomen and children. 
JEWELS has been actively offeringsanc- 
tuary since 1992 to women and chil- 
dreng who are in hiding, in prison, 
and in contempt ofcourt for refusing 
to disclose the location of the chil- 
dren they are protecting against vio- 
lence. In order to ensure that JEWELS 

remains accountable to the interests 
of the women and children we serve, 
we refuse to accept government fund- 
ing. We will continue to offer sanctu- 
ayas  often and-as passionately-as 
necessary. We will actively network 
with as many women around the 

world who will help us, legally or 
lawlessly, to stem the tide of male 
violence against our children and us. 
A s h 4  Turner isafiundingmmber of 
JEWELS International Qustice, Eqwl- 
ity, andEquity+r Women Evetywhcre 
Lrga fly. Law&sslyandShame&ss(y), an 
u+undsanctuaty organizationfor 
women and children. A mother of two 
teen-aged &ughtet-s and one teen-age 
fister son, her currentpassion is how to 
survive and resht the lying about the 
global economy. She mamgcs to keep 
her cool in her luscious, albeit mini- 
ature, medicinal and ediblr woodland 
gardcn in an inner city housing co-op. 

Freed from a 30-year old marriage, 
Irene Vautour is a CO-foundcr O ~ ~ E W E L S .  
When not uoluntem'ngfor the under- 
ground she is an Acadian mother of six 
c h i h  andsixgrandchiIdren. She has 
worn many hats in her l+: chief cook 
and 6 0 t h  washer, truck driver, city 
andschool bus driver, universitygradu- 
ate, seamtress, sccurityguard rape m'- 
sis centre and shelter worker, gardener, 
globe trotter, jbainist to name a fcw. 

'For an excellent description of the 
history and legal ramifications ofsanc- 
tuary, see Bau. 
2 ~ u a k e r s  believe that every indi- 
vidual-and communityofindividu- 
als-must act as if the good already 
prevailed. That is the only way the 
world can be perfected-through acts 
of conscience. 
3 ~ o r  example, in Guatemala, a coun- 
try terrorized by a series of govern- 
ments whose record for human rights 
abuses is among the worst in Latin 
America, Beatriz Eugenia Barrios, a 
26 year old mother and law student, 
had been receiving death threats. At 
least 35,000 people have "disap- 
peared" in Guatemala since the late 
'60s. Beatriz Eugenia Barrios applied 
to the Canadian Embassy for a visa. 
The Embassy eventually agreed but 
would not allow her to leave for two 
weeks. She was kidnapped the night 
before her scheduled departure. When 
her body was found, her hands had 
been cut off and her face mutilated 

itaker 1-2). K CBC, for the custody battle be- 
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tween Jocelyne Champagne and 
Andre Caron. Jocelyne spent 21 
months in a Quebec prison for con- 
tempt ofcourt for rehsing to disclose 
the location of  her daughter, 
Carolyne, who she claimed was sexu- 
ally abused by Caron. Jocelyne has 
now lost custody of Carolyne, can 
only see her under security, and can- 
not communicate with her directly. 

~ h i l r  the Women Only Wept: Loyal- 
ist Refigee Women in Emtern Ontario 
by Potter-MacKinnon is the first ac- 
count of these women and their chil- 
dren whose experiences have been 
overlooked for over 200 years by male 
historians. 
'"Gmigr4" ("exile," and more specifi- 
cally as religious or political exiles) 
was commonly used instead of "re& 
gee," together with "displaced, dislo- 
cated, dispossessed, uprooted and 
fugitive." 
7 ~ i t h  the exception of Marion 
Dewar, then the Mayor of Ottawa 
(andstill unofficially involved in JEW- 

EIS), who initiatedan ambitiousstrat- 
egy ofsponsoring 4,000 rehgees into 
the Ottawa area, the majorityoflead- 
ers did not begin with a goal oforgan- 
izing mass support for private spon- 
sorship; most of them were also igno- 
rant of the existing community or- 
ganizations already involved with 
helping refugees. See Adelman. 

' ~ o s t  of our original members ar- - 
ranged sanctuary for Carolyne Cham- 
pagne and her grandmother, whose 
daughter, Jocelyne Champagne, spent 
21 months in a Quebec prison for 
protecting Carolyne from further 
abuse by her father. JEWELS is still 
fighting alongside Jocelyne Cham- 
pagne to help get custody ofher young 
daughter, Carolyne. 
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** Now available-Free of Charge ** 

Bill of Rights for Contraceptive Research, Development and Use 

The BiU of Rights for Contraceptive Research, Development and Use is a policy document addressing 
the development and use of contraceptives from a feminist perspective. The Bill was created by 
the ad hoc Canadian Women's Committee on Population and Development in consultation with 
women's organizations in the South and North. It is a contribution to ongoing discussions and 
debates on population control, reproductive technologies and reproductive rights. The Bill of 
Rights contains a set of ethical principles on women's health and specific guidelines on research, 
testing, development, distribution and funding of contraceptives. The document is also available 
in French: Dickzration &S droits l i b  h la recherche, a u  devebppement et h l'emploi &S coneraceptifs. 

Copies are free. However, a postage/handling fee of $5.00 will be charged for orders of 50 or  more. 
Make cheques payable to Women's Health Interaction and mail to: 

Canadian Women's Committee, c/o WHI, 58 Arthur Street, Ottawa, Ontario K1R 7B9. 
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