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“I’m not willing to be insignificant, and I’ve got the time and energy right now to make sure I won’t be. I’ve always felt strongly about leaving the world a better place and making what difference you can.” 
“We were raised to believe we could move mountains and, somehow or another, we intend to prove it. It’s partly the era we were raised in; we learned as young women that you don’t just sit back and let things happen, you dig in and get going to change things if they need to be changed. In my case, this didn’t carry through to the period of time when I was raising kids, but it certainly was something that I went back to fairly quickly after my kids were gone.”

BACKGROUND 
This report offers preliminary findings from research undertaken with certain past and present members of the GRAN Leadership Team (LT) in late 2013 and early 2014. It is intended as a way of sharing early insights specific to GRAN and inviting feedback. It is the first piece of writing to emerge from a larger study, entitled “Transnational Mobilizations and Older Women’s Struggles for Social Justice,” which aims to gain a better understanding of why and how older women across North America are mobilizing for social change and building transnational networks. Started in 2013 and expected to span approximately five years, the larger research initiative will involve observing meetings and actions organized by older women’s groups, analyzing written materials produced by different grandmothers’ movements, and interviewing a number of politically-engaged older women across North America. It is funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) through the Canada Research Chairs program. Ultimately, we hope that the knowledge produced might contribute new insights into, and make increasingly visible, the many ways older women are engaging in activism and advocacy; along the way, we also hope that our analyses and research activities will benefit the groups involved. 
This paper reports only on our early research with GRAN. Specifically, between August 2013 and February 2014, we carried out 12 life-history interviews with LT members from British Columbia, Alberta, Manitoba, Ontario, and Nova Scotia, as a way of learning about your lives and what has drawn you into your work with the Grandmothers’ Campaign and with GRAN. With the exception of two phone interviews, all of these were carried out face-to-face; each spanned anywhere from one and a half to five hours in length, for a total of nearly 40 hours of recorded conversation. Each interview was transcribed and transcripts are in the process of being returned to each of you for review. It will remain up to each of you whether you wish to place your individual transcript in the emerging GRAN archive. 
Each interview has revealed a unique and fascinating story. These are stories to growth, courage, struggle, caring, confrontation, power, action, hard work, learning, community, and change; at times they are also stories of challenge, transition, meaning, and spirituality. We will not do justice to the beauty of each story in this short report, nor will we properly express our gratitude that you have entrusted us with them. As we move through the research over the next few years, writing longer and more analytical pieces, we will begin to share, in more holistic ways, exerts of your stories. At this stage, however, we offer early reflections on the commonalities and divergences within what you have told us. What follows are summaries of some of our questions and your responses. 
PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

“I had been reading about the horrors that went on in Africa… but it was all so far away and there was no way I could imagine me making any difference. Then, Grandmothers to Grandmothers happened and I could imagine a grandmother and a grandchild, someone just like me. I could imagine thinking about her, learning from her, and contributing in some way to help things be better for her. So my world just opened up again.”

“Looking at the [African] women with their loads on their heads and their babies, I think It’s only an accident of birth that I’m here... and you’re walking this path, doing all this work, making food, collecting firewood, keeping your compound clean… It’s only an accident of birth that I’m not doing that… it’s privilege and it’s random.”

Q: Can you start by giving us some background on who you are: How old are you? Who do you live with? Do you have children? Grandchildren?
The GRAN members we interviewed were born between 1936 and 1951; the majority identified as “early baby boomers.” Two were currently living alone (with pets); the remainder lived with spouses, and one also lived with an adult child. Almost equal numbers remained married to their first spouses as had experienced separation or divorce. All were mothers; ten were also biological grandmothers, and notions social grandmothering, being of “grandmother age,” or being “in waiting” were raised several times. 
At the time of the interviews, none of our interviewees was working in paid employment; 10 were “retired,” one was on long term disability, and one was taking on occasional consultancy work. Interviews revealed diverse careers, alongside complex lives involving raising families, engaging in communities, travelling, and, at times, doing other forms of advocacy. The lifelong challenge of pursuing careers and meaningful work alongside being primary caregivers was raised repeatedly. Nevertheless, interviewees often had more than one career, and many returned to schooling at several different points in their lives. Thus, it was clear that GRAN is drawing on a collective wealth of skills and experience – made up of remarkable and diverse people. 
Some of the overlapping careers and areas of expertise reflected in our interviews were as follows (this list is not in any particular order and is not exhaustive): social work/ social policy (correctional services, children’s aid, youth services,); academic/ university professor (women and poverty; English literature; drama); sales; health promotion; teaching/ education policy (special educational, guidance, overseas teaching, community college development); professional acting/ theatre/ drama education; ministry/ church-related advocacy; communications; directing non-profits (feminist, justice-oriented, youth, sexual health, health organizations); politics; marketing; TV production; civil service (in areas of aging, health, children and poverty, Aboriginal communities); nursing (administration, community health, women’s health movement); community development; and activism.
Q: What has drawn you into your work with GRAN? Why this particular issue?
When asked what has drawn members to the Grandmothers’ Campaign and to GRAN, responses were remarkably similar across the LT. These are paraphrased below and were regularly repeated through our interviews:
· This is a “natural fit” or an extension of longstanding work around similar issues, whether related to social justice, peace, feminism, children, health, or aging. 

· GRAN (and before that NAC) came at the right time and filled a gap, with the timing often coinciding with retirement or other major life change or struggle (e.g., death of a spouse, separation, or mental health struggle, among others).

· Anger and rage at the injustices in sub-Saharan Africa is driving this work, as is overwhelm at the magnitude of the issue, a sense of random privilege bestowed by birthplace (and by being white and middle class), and a feeling of urgency to do something concrete to begin to balance the scales. GRAN (and the Grandmothers’ Campaign) provides an entry point to make a difference, and it puts “a grandmother’s face” on what is so often represented as a faceless and helpless catastrophe. 
· There is a pervasive sense that responsibilities to work for equal opportunities for children and women – for their rights to life, health, freedom from violence, education, and so on - extend beyond Canadian borders.

· This is about being a grandmother and the meaning that brings, including the return to little children at a stage of life that offers also time, perspective, and renewed appreciation for the wonderment and vulnerability of young lives; with this comes the need to leave the world a better place, and the urgency to work for the well-being of the world’s most vulnerable children.

We also regularly heard that members were “roped in” by a friend or colleague who was already involved, suggesting that existing social and professional networks across Canada have been instrumental to the mobilization and recruitment of leaders. (Certain GRAN LT members were renowned for recruiting people into leadership roles!) For some, hearing Stephen Lewis speak, watching the unfolding of the 2006 Toronto Gathering, or having a prior connection to Lewis and his work were also important motivators. In addition, many had some previous connection to, or interest in, Africa, although not necessarily sub-Saharan Africa or communities hard-hit by HIV/AIDS. Finally, in reflecting on the decision to become leaders in the advocacy arena, we repeatedly heard participants express that they are “not good fundraisers,” but feel their skills and efforts are best suited to advocacy work.  

Q: What has sustained you in your work with GRAN?
As with the previous question, when we asked about what sustained members in their work with GRAN, we heard a suite of similar responses. Among the most common responses provided were:

· The community, the other women in GRAN;
· The new learning, the challenge of the work;
· The possibility of making a difference, being able to contribute, finding confidence in a newly developing skill-set; 

· The way decisions are made, the consensus model, the sense of shared responsibility;
· The importance of the issues;  
· The way it filled a particular void in some peoples’ lives.

Most participants felt some or all of these sentiments simultaneously. It is worth emphasizing the importance of how friendship, mutual-respect, social and emotional support, shared responsibility, personal growth and self-efficacy, and lifelong learning have all been central to creating and sustaining this movement. 

Q: Throughout the interviews, we asked questions pertaining to your decisions to engage in advocacy work with GRAN and whether/ how this might be related specifically to your current stage of life.
The responses we received and the life stories shared revealed a pattern of engagement that certainly suggests that later life, for many, provides unique opportunities for this kind of work. This is not to say that many were not life-long advocates and activists (certainly many were), but rather that there appears to be a connection between life course and advocacy. In this respect, four themes emerged repeatedly.
1. Time and space: With kids grown up and work demands abated, many discussed later life (or post-retirement life) as a time that is less encumbered, so that there is simply more time and space for advocacy work. Some also discussed the importance of leaving restrictive marriages for being able to devote time to this issue. 

2. Perspective of age: Many participants talked about the perspective that comes with the passage of time and how this perspective functioned to strengthen their convictions and their need to act. Some also connected their age to their ability to reflect on what has change and, importantly, on what has not changed; they see unfinished business, especially around feminist struggles and securing the rights of women and children. 

3. Grandmotherhood: Some members discussed entry into grandmotherhood as shaping their engagement in GRAN and as a turning point in their lives, and they noted that this does not necessarily have to mean becoming a grandmother in a biological sense. For them, this life passage has to do with returning to having young children that they care deeply about in their lives, while having the space that comes with not needing to be the primary caregiver. It is a reminder of how special and how vulnerable each child is, and of the massive inequalities for children globally. 
4. Aging bodies: Finally, for some participants, the realities of inhabiting aging bodies seemed to, in various ways, be propelling their advocacy. For instance, some discussed the emotions associated with coming to terms with health issues and with their own eventual mortality; with this more present than ever before, these women felt particularly strongly that “now is the time” to make a contribution. As well, many discussed the feeling of inhabiting an aging woman’s body and thereby becoming increasing invisible. For them, advocacy was, in some part, a resistance to this invisibility and to the stereotypes of older women as marginalized, frail, and passive. 
Q: Many of our questions, and the general structure of the interviews, probed whether there were links to be made between previous activism and work with GRAN.

From earlier research, media attention, and popular discourse, there appears to be a sort of unchecked, dominant narrative about baby boomer women activists as an aged version of the feminist activists of the 1960s-70s women’s movement. However, probing connections to earlier-life activism and advocacy with LT members revealed that this narrative is likely too simplistic. While it was the case for some, not all LT members identified as lifelong activists or Second Wave Feminists. Rather, we discovered that previous engagement ranged from some having no prior experience with advocacy or activism at all, to some feeling that they were born with an “advocacy gene” or had “inherited” the “gene for feminism” – the latter even cited advocacy experiences before the age of 10! Most participants fell somewhere in the middle of this spectrum, with some previous advocacy engagement, whether in formal protests, work-related advocacy, advocacy for their children in school, or other.
Among those who cited a prior involvement in activism, most detailed their participation in the civil rights, anti-war and/ or feminist movements of 1960s-70s – often during their “university years.” Many described prior advocacy experience occurring in their work (e.g., as part of their work in health promotion, teaching, nursing, social work, preaching, and so on). Histories of community development, community organizing (often in protest of localized issues), and voluneteerism with activist-oriented organizations (e.g., Amnesty International, Project Ploughshares) were also common. About half described their early family homes as “liberal,” “lefty,” or “progressive,” while the other half talked about coming from more conservative families; for the latter, asserting their difference in politics from their parents (especially their fathers) appeared to be an important part of their coming of age process. 
Among those who described less (or no) previous involvement in activism, many reflected on their sense that they were always philosophically and ideologically in line with, and supportive of, feminist, anti-war, and civil rights struggles, but their circumstances at times hindered their active participation. To elaborate, some described their child-rearing years as their “apolitical phase of life” and felt that later-life was an opportunity to come back to and revisit the feminist and social justice issues that motivated them as youth. Years with young children, followed by years with high work demands, simply did not leave space to actively engage. Some also faced restrictive marriages, further limiting their opportunities. Some felt that they navigated their earlier adulthoods on the cusp of social change, but not entirely contributing to it or benefitting from it; they were expected to straddle waves of intergenerational strains, conflicting norms, and a lack of institutional and legal support for women, and this often meant that their time was taken up with the sometimes murky, exhausting, and all-consuming business of getting through each day. 

Q: Where do you see GRAN going over the next five years? What are the likely issues, concerns, challenges, directions?

When asked about the future directions of GRAN as an organization, members spoke positively about it continuing to grow both in numbers and sophistication. There was widespread affirmation that GRAN would continue to work in the priority areas it has recently set, drawing on networks across the country to advocate for change, working to establish bylaws, relationships, and strength, and continuing to develop proficiency in using social media and the internet for campaigning. Three themes came up repeatedly in these conversations:
· Membership: There was a sense of needing to both remain closely connected to the Grandmothers’ Campaign groups (generally referred to as “the grassroots”) and mobilize new GRAN members and leaders apart from the Campaign. Participants prioritized personal connection, regional meetings and face-to-face gatherings with GRAN members around the country as ways of mobilizing and sustaining the organization and the movement.

· Momentum: Participants talked about the importance for GRAN of engaging in at least one campaign in which a clear “success” might be possible. Particularly in the wake of the CAMR set-back, it was noted that having some success could be key to sustaining GRAN’s momentum in the current, demoralizing political climate, where gains are enormously slow. The need to push for a “regime change” in Canada was raised often. 
· Solidarity-building: Several women discussed the importance, challenge, and opportunity of connecting with groups in Africa apart from the Stephen Lewis Foundation. Discussion ensued in some cases about the opportunity ahead to truly build “solidarity,” where all encounters would not have to be mediated by the SLF (as they were previously), and the desire to build this solidarity sensitively and critically. These relationships are deemed vital to guiding GRAN’s future activities, priorities, and authority to speak with, and advocate for, African grandmothers. 
HIGHLIGHTS AND SUMMARY 
“Being a grandmother, and I don’t necessarily mean a biological grandmother… I think what happens is we come back to little children, and when we come back to little children, we think about what we want to do on behalf of little children – usually, but not always, our grandchildren. And you think about what the grandmothers in Africa are doing for their grandchildren, which we can’t imagine having to do, or even perhaps being able to do. The courage is just amazing... [For a period of time before becoming a grandmother], you are away from [small children], and then grandchildren bring back to you the wonder of life and the vulnerability. For our children and grandchildren, it’s lucky that the wonderment is perhaps larger than the vulnerability, but not so for others.”

“I think it is true that we see the world just a bit differently with the passage of so many years and it may be we’re motivated because we see how some things have changed, but also how some things really haven’t changed… it’s the unfinished business.”
This report offers some preliminary findings from research with GRAN LT members carried out in 2013 and 2014. Among other insights, it reveals how age and life course often function to shape these women’s engagement: for many of you, older age means that you are no longer required to work in paid employment or care for children (at least on a full-time basis), and some have left previously restrictive marriages; many feel you finally have the time, space, and freedom to take social risks that are required to engage in advocacy and activism. Many – though not all – also note longstanding social justice leanings and, in some cases, early-life experiences with feminist and social justice activism. For many of you, older age is bringing an amplified desire to make a positive contribution and a strong resistance to being viewed as apolitical or invisible. In discussing your commitments to women across the globe, many of you describe a changing sense of borders; you reflect on the privilege bestowed on you as a result of birth place, your lifelong struggles for gender equality in Canada, and your growing sense of responsibility to work in solidarity with women and children in the Global South. 
Again, we thank you very deeply for the time you have taken with us. Please address any feedback you may have to May (maychazan@trentu.ca) and cc Melissa (melissa.a.baldwin@gmail.com). We will continue to share this work with you as it unfolds and we very much look forward to your thoughts and comments. 

Warmest wishes and in solidarity,
May Chazan and Melissa Baldwin

Tel: 705-748-1011 ext 7739
