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By the mid-1970s, gay and lesbian union members began to organize 
within their own locals to push for greater protection from discrimination. 
Most turned their attention to the collective bargaining process in hopes 

of including ‘sexual orientation’ in their respective No Discrimination 
clauses.  

The UAW Local 195 in Windsor, CUPE locals 1582 and 1230 representing  
workers at the Toronto Central Library and the University of Toronto library 
system, were particularly active in this fight, with the U of T’s library local 
striking in 1975 over demands that included sexual orientation protection. 

(The Body Politics December 1975; The Body Politic, August 1978) 

In keeping with the popular opinion that men were meant to be 
primary breadwinners, labour newspapers were in large part 

tailored towards men. As a result, some union newspapers, such as 
the Ontario Federation of Labour’s Ontario Labour Review,  often 

carried images of women implicitly or explicitly meant for the 
viewing pleasure of their (heterosexual) male readers. 

(Ontario Labour Review, June 1958; Ontario Labour Review, July 
1961) 

In the early 1970s, gay and lesbian activists in Ontario launched a campaign to obtain an amendment to the Ontario Human Rights Code that would include sexual orientation as a protected 
category. It is within the context of this human rights campaign that gay and lesbian movements in Ontario built a relationship with other social movements, including organized labour. Although 

the alliance between these movements was at times fraught with opposition from individuals within the labour movement, it was nevertheless a mutually beneficial relationship. News about 
events, ideas, and successes in the human rights campaign were shared in both movement’s print sources. 

The images and headlines below are  a visual representation of the development of this important alliance between labour and the gay and lesbian movements in Ontario over the second half of 
the twentieth century. 

In the period following the Second World War, medical and criminal 
experts increasingly came to view homosexuality as a psychiatric 

disorder rather than an simply immoral act. As a result, proponents 
of this view called for a reform of the Criminal Code of Canada in 

order to provide  sex offenders  (a category that included 
homosexuals) with psychiatric treatment in addition to prison 
sentences. In 1947, the Trades and Labor Congress  of Canada 

added its voice to those supporting psychiatric treatment for those 
convicted of sexual offences, including participation in same-sex 

sexual activities. (Justice Weekly, October 11, 1947). 

In 1973, the locals representing Toronto’s municipal employees 
worked with the Toronto-based Gay Alliance Toward Equality (GATE) 

to protect gay and lesbian employees from discrimination on the basis 
of sexual orientation. This marked the first time that a union spoke in 

favour of gay and lesbian rights. This campaign was followed three 
years later by similarly successful efforts in Ottawa and Windsor. 

(The Body Politic, October 1973) 

In 1991, the Ontario Federation of Labour gave gay and lesbian 
workers a greater voice in the labour movement by creating a gay 

and lesbian issues committee. Its goal was to promote and 
integrate gay and lesbian issues into the OFL. CUPE shortly 

followed suit  with the creation of its Pink Triangle Committee at 
the national level in1991 and provincially in Ontario in 1993.  

In 1997, the Canadian Labour Congress  held its first ever 
Solidarity & Pride conference in Ottawa. Over 300 gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, and straight delegates assembled to 

meet, socialize, and create united strategies to allow the 
labour movement to continue to move forward on gay and 

lesbian issues. 
(Canadian Labour Congress, Solidarity & Pride Pamphlet, 

1997) 

In 1979, gay and lesbian union members, along with their straight allies, 
put forward a motion directing the Ontario Federation of Labour to 

support the campaign to amend the Ontario Human Rights Code to include 
sexual orientation. After a short debate among delegates, the motion was 

adopted, making support for gay and lesbian rights official policy of the 
province’s largest labour organization.  
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The first large-scale demonstration for gay and lesbian rights in 
Canada was held in Ottawa on August 28, 1971. This marked the 

beginning of a concerted campaign for legal protection from 
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. It is within the 

context of this campaign that  gay and lesbian movements 
created alliances with the labour movement.  

(The Body Politic, November 1971) 
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December 1986, Bill 7, which amended the Ontario Human Rights Code 
to include sexual orientation, passed. With the successful end to the 

campaign to amend the human rights code, attention turned to the fight 
for relationship recognition. As the gay and lesbian rights movement 

debatedits next steps, gay and lesbian workers, often with the help of 
their unions, used the new law and turn to the courts to fight for 

relationship recognition. 
(The Body Politic, January 1987) 

1991 

These organizations quickly took up the task of outlining policies and strategies for 
dealing with issues such as same-sex relationship recognition, benefits, and 

HIV/AIDS. 
(CUPE National Pink Triangle Committee Pamphlet, 1997) 

1997 

Despite being adopted, this and similar motions raised in other unions were met with 
vocal opposition. In some cases, openly gay proponents were threatened with violence by 

other delegates. Although these motions were ultimately adopted, the presence of 
opposition and intimidation demonstrated that unions were not always welcoming places 

to gay and lesbian workers. 
(The Body Politic, February 1980) 


