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Introduction This paper examines a policy area at the heart of contem-
porary struggles in Canada around neoliberalism and welfare state
restructuring: early childhood education and care (ECEC) for children
under the age of six. ECEC policies and debates, and the strategic paths
chosen by state actors in this policy realm, provide insights into how caring
labour is valued, how gender equity is understood, and how citizenship is
defined. We examine developments in the Quebec and Canadian govern-
ments approaches over the past decade, with a view to identifying the
opportunities and constraints for gender equity struggles, the valuing of
care in social policy, and how resistance to neoliberalism may benefit from
greater consideration of an ethics of care.

Since 1997, when the Parti Québecois (PQ) government set out to fund
a universal system of child care, Quebec has been viewed by many child
care advocates and feminists as a model. Indeed, the province was lauded
by a 2004 report prepared for the OECD Directorate of Education for
creating “one of the most ambitious early education and care policies in
North America.” In contrast, other Canadian provinces were criticized for
separating “care” and “education,” and offering levels of funding well below
those of most other OECD countries. Recent statistics suggest that Canada
has one of the highest labour force participation rates of mothers with
children under the age of six among the OECD countries. Relatedly, Statistics
Canada reports that 53 percent of children aged six months to five years
were in child care in 2001, compared with only 42 percent in 1995.% Yet,

across Canada there is an inadequate patchwork of options for parents
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needing child care for preschool-age children, or pre-and-after-school care.
According to a 2004 OECD report, Canada spent only 0.2 percent of its
GDP on pre-K and kindergarten programs for children aged three to six,
or about half of the OECD average; it was therefore recommended that
Canada’s spending be increased® — a recommendation reiterated in a 2006
OECD report called “Starting Strong II: Early Childhood Education and
Care.”

A network of policy research and advocacy organizations in Canada has
been pushing recommendations similar to those of the OECD for many
years. Due in part to sustained lobbying of this sort, and to the growing
focus of educators and policymakers on early learning and development,
the Liberal minority government of Prime Minister Paul Martin began in
October 2004 to act on creating a nationally funded ECEC program. The
government committed to spending five billion dollars over five years across
all provinces and territories to support the creation of high-quality, regulated
child care spaces, promising improved life chances for many children. For
many advocates of ECEC, ourselves included, the Liberal plan was welcomed
as an important step forward, and is viewed as preferable to the policy subse-
quently implemented by the minority Conservative government of Prime
Minister Stephen Harper, which was elected in January 2006.

Yet key rationales for the policy proposed by the federal Liberals and for
the policy implemented in Quebec in 1997 merit critical attention because
they reinforce the capitalist logic of commodification and competition, and
fail to challenge the unequal sexual division of caring labour. While recog-
nizing the unique achievements of the package of family benefits introduced
by the PQ in 1997, we identify similar fault lines in the debates regarding
both this package and the Liberals” federal ECEC initiative. Thus our focus
is on their similarities as universal (or dual income) breadwinner models,*
which have been embraced in the name of “social investment.” This model’s
inability to resolve the conflicts experienced by many families in relation
to Work-Life balance, parenting, and gender equity is, we suggest, impor-
tant for two reasons. First, its inadequacies are part of the explanation for
the difficulty that feminists, child care advocates, and others have had in

fending off “parental choice” campaigns by both neoconservatives and neolib-
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erals. Second, and relatedly, the universal breadwinner model is only a
limited vision of what feminists and their allies seek. Our intention in
critiquing these two policies is to compare them to what, in our view, is a
more genuinely progressive vision: one advanced by feminist theorists such
as Nancy Fraser and Carole Pateman under the rubrics of the universal
caregiver or gender equity model.®

Like Fraser, we believe that it is strategically essential to envisage a world
in which men’s and women’s lives equally “integrate wage earning, caregiving,
community activism, political participation, and involvement in the associ-
ational life of civil society — while also leaving time for some fun,” and
that “unless we are guided by this vision now, we will never get any closer
to achieving it.”” Thus, the shortcomings of the universal breadwinner model
speak to the potential for a more radical project of welfare state reform —
one based on gender equity and an ethic of care. Such a project, we argue,
offers profound challenges to the neoliberal conception of citizenship.

In the first part of this paper, we analyze the discourse surrounding the
federal Liberals' ECEC initiative in light of feminist work on citizenship,
political economy, and care. Second, from a feminist-ethics-of-care perspec-
tive, we examine the PQ’s family policy, and the direction taken by Jean
Charest’s Liberal government since April 2003. Finally, we consider family
policy options and rationales for feminist strategizing around the goals of

gender equity and a citizenship rooted in an ethic of care.

Social Policy, Citizenship, and Welfare State Reform Many feminist
scholars of citizenship have underscored the patriarchal origin of welfare
states and the manner in which women, precisely because of the sexual
division of labour, have experienced differential access to and enjoyment of
the rights and belonging that ought to come from holding formal citizen-
ship. Feminist critiques of citizenship have been extended to consider the
complex intersection of gender with other forms of hierarchy and oppres-
sion. These intersections are important to the analysis of caring labour, given
that much care work (e.g., that of live-in domestic workers, nannies, and
elder care workers) is both undervalued and performed by immigrant and

racialized women.
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In examining recent family policy debates in Canada, we find it especially
useful to recall Nancy Fraser’s ideal-type models with regard to the gendered
nature of welfare states.® For Fraser, there are three potential models that
might replace the Male Breadwinner Model that underpins the welfare state’s
origins. The first is the Universal Breadwinner Model, which aims to secure
gender equity by facilitating women’s paid employment. To varying degrees,
this model recognizes the need for socialized child care services. The second
is the Caregiver Parity Model, which seeks to support women who engage
in care work, or who engage in a combination of care work and part-time
paid employment. Caregiver allowances, maternity leave benefits, and family
allowances are provided to supplement the income of family caregivers
(predominantly women) so that they are not worse off; in terms of income
security, because of their decision to care for children at home. The third
is the Gender Equity Model, which seeks to make women and men combine
both breadwinning and caregiving, with the aim that “the gendered opposi-
tion between breadwinning and caregiving” is dismantled.” Such an approach
entails measures to delink income from work, to restructure work norms,
and to transform the sexual division of caring labour.

The federal Liberal and PQ policies — notwithstanding significant
differences — reflect a normative commitment to the universal bread-
winner model more than to either caregiver parity or, importantly, gender
equity. Although child care services have been viewed by feminists as an
important social citizenship right for women — a condition for equal
workforce participation and economic independence — the absence of an
equal emphasis on an egalitarian sexual division of caring labour leaves too
much unchanged. Moreover, this limited representation of sexual equality
(equal workforce participation) easily assists a neoliberal hypervalorization
of “independence” and an undervalorization of care relationships (as produc-
tive, meaningful, and constitutive of citizenship).

Since the 1990s, much feminist political economy work has focused on
the implications of neoliberalism for gender equality and citizenship.
Neoliberalism is seen to have negatively affected the ability of minoritized

groups to make claims in the name of citizenship.!® Neoliberalism has also
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exacerbated existing inequalities among social groups, with women in partic-
ular shouldering greater unpaid/caring work responsibilities in the face of
state cuts to social spending. Federally, Canada has been described as having
moved from a “social liberal” welfare regime to a more liberal welfare regime
through the 1980s and 1990s, with some shift towards reinvestment in
social policy (certainly rhetorically) occurring in the new millennium.!!
Hence, the minimal universal benefit program for families with children
(Family Allowance) put in place after the Second World War disappeared
by the 1990s in favour of targetted programs, while government funding for
child care has always been directed to low-income families to secure labour
market participation.'? Also speaking to the linkage of child care funding
with labour market participation, the wage earner with the lower income
in a working couple (typically women) may also claim a federal tax deduc-
tion for a portion of child care expenses.

In recent Liberal discourse, as in New Labour’s Third Way discourse,'?
a renewed emphasis on investment in ECEC programs in Canada has been
presented as a foundation of equality of opportunity (by improving the
educational opportunities of disadvantaged children, and meeting the need
of parents — particularly women — for child care services in order to partic-
ipate in the paid workforce), as well as a strategy for reducing child poverty.
A central theme has been the importance of child care provision as a condi-
tion of greater labour market participation and less dependence on
state-provided social assistance. Investment in child care and in maternity
and parental leave benefits is secondarily linked to easing work-family
conflict. As an economic investment, ECEC is predicted to pay long-term
dividends by producing better educated, properly socialized, and produc-
tive citizens who will lessen demands on state welfare and reduce criminality.
A related “investment in human capital argument” identifies ECEC as
contributing to a globally competitive future workforce and national
economy: investment in child care will improve school readiness, students’
achievements in school, and the overall skills and employability of the labour
force (hence the independence of future citizens)."

The linkage, in recent political discourse, of investment in child care to
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labour market competitiveness and state expenditure goals reflects the contin-
uing dominance of a liberal conception of independent citizenship. The
social security review undertaken by the Chrétien government after 1993
had two key targets: reducing child poverty and getting people off social
assistance, thereby reducing state expenditure.!® Child care expenditure was
to have the “double benefit” of supporting employment (particularly that of
lone mothers) and reducing the costs of child poverty. Mahon and Phillips
argue that, even in the post-deficit era, in the early 2000s, the federal govern-
ment’s “children’s agenda” bore the hallmark of “the neoliberal and ‘third
way liberal/social democratic emphasis on getting people off of social assis-
tance and into the (low-wage) labor market.”!® The child care discourse of
the Martin government (2004-2005) also stressed the underlying goals of
workforce participation, labour market competitiveness, and independence.

It is with these articulations in mind that we examine the national ECEC
program introduced by the federal Liberal government in 2004, as well as the
policies introduced by the social democratic PQ government in Quebec in
1997. We sce these policies as both reflecting, and potentially giving rise to,
renewed claims-making for citizenship rights and gender equality. Thus, even
in an era of neoliberalism, governments and social actors face not only
constraints but also opportunities. At the same time, we believe that feminists
need to be alert to the multiple meanings of these policy initiatives, including
the ways in which their emphases and omissions provide opportunities for
neoconservative mobilization, or the reinforcement of neoliberal concep-
tions of citizenship, and fail to move us in the direction of a gender equity
welfare state model. We suggest that to fully understand the limits of, and
possibilities opened up by, recent ECEC initiatives in Quebec and at the
federal level, serious attention needs to be paid to the contributions of care

ethic scholars to thinking about welfare state reform.

Care Ethics Although it is impossible to do justice here to the rich body
of literature addressing an ethics of care, it is necessary to clarify our usage
of the term. Fiona Williams provided an admirably concise summary of

principles, issues, and policy implications of a “political ethics of care” in a
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2001 essay, from which we draw the following four elements.!” First, an
ethics of care “demands that interdependence be seen as the basis of human
interaction; in these terms, autonomy and independence are about the
capacity for self-determination rather than the expectation of individual
self-sufficiency,” which is so deeply engrained in the neoliberal definition
of citizenship. Second, an ethics of care attributes moral worth to caring
relationships, “whether based upon blood, kinship, sexual intimacy, friend-
ship, collegiality, contract or service.” The human quality of care is not
measurable in economic terms. As most can attest from personal experi-
ence, there is a limit to the ability of human services, such as nursing,
teaching, or caring for the young or the old, to achieve economic efficien-
cies without sacrificing the quality of care. Third, an ethics of care is alert
to power inequalities in care giving and care receiving that may be consti-
tuted through relations of gender, disability, age, ethnicity, race, nationality,
class, and sexuality, among others. Fourth, and crucially, the establishment
of an ethics of care in social policy requires, for a start, the restructuring of
work/life time, financial and practical support to carers and those requiring
care, meaningful choices, equal access to public space and transport, and
antidiscrimination and antipoverty policies.!®

The centrality of work/productivity/employment in both liberal and
social democratic welfare regimes, and of the work ethic in the Third Way
project of Prime Minister Tony Blair, reflect the deep-rootedness of the
capitalist performance principle in modern societies. Following Herbert

Marcuse, Ruth Levitas argues:

The main characteristic of the performance principle is that it keeps people
working harder and longer than is necessary given the forces of production.
It is an instrument of domination and social control, operating partly through
the manipulation of wants and needs, and the deliberate construction of
scarcity. The transition to a ‘new reality principle’ involves a qualitative change
in needs and wants, leading to an increase in satisfactions without a progressive
increase in material consumption by the currently affluent. Whereas the
characteristics of the performance principle are domination and exploitation,
those of the new reality principle are receptivity, sensitivity, nonviolence and

tenderness."?
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Thus a renewed focus on the meaning of care relationships is one way
into a societal debate about human needs and the kind of institutions neces-
sary to permit their fulfillment. Care ethics work brings with it new tools
for analyzing and re-envisioning social policy. Time and resources for caring
relationships are matters intimately connected to work norms and sustain-
able livelihoods. Discussion of Work-Life Balance is already familiar in
European policy circles, and is becoming a focus of public policy research
in Canada.?’ Williams suggests that Work-Life Balance discourse opens up
space for designing policies according to societal priorities significantly
different from those of work and profit. Radical European economists have
been proposing for many years measures to reduce work time and to provide
a “basic income.”?! André Gorz, in particular, argues for the delinking of
income from paid work.?? Such policies clearly threaten the conditions of
capitalist accumulation, and confront a now established regulatory regime
of globalized capital flows. The prioritization of care ethics in social policy
implies nothing less than the subordination of capital to human needs.

Placing caring relationships and caring labour at the centre of social
policy design — along with gender equity — also challenges the predom-
inantly masculinist and individualist construction of citizenship. Indeed,
as Olena Hankivsky has argued with respect to the Canadian case, “we need
to examine the far-reaching consequences of not prioritizing care and its
values in the construction of our polity, its institutions, and in the content
of our policies.”® One of those consequences, when it comes to how our
society organizes care for young children, is the super-exploitation of the
predominantly female care providers, who, as one child care worker put it,
“are at the bottom, holding it all up.”?

The Federal Liberals’ ECEC Discourse

Parental Choice and Gender Equity in Third Way Welfare State Reform
As mentioned above, a number of rationales have been put forward by
advocates of greater state investment in ECEC.? Most child care funding
advocates refer to more than one of these rationales in making their cases
to governments, although there are differences of emphasis. However, the

predominant rationale in governmental discourse in recent years (especially
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in the ECEC initiative of the Martin Liberals) is the linkage of ECEC to
the goals of competitiveness in the global capitalist economy, and to the
formation of self-sufficient citizens who do not make welfare claims,
sometimes accompanied by the concern to reduce child poverty. Thus, the
November 2002 report of the National Liberal Caucus Social Policy
Committee, which provided “an implementation framework for a National
Child Care Strategy,” stated:

The quest for a new ‘architecture’ is driven not only by the need for more
effective political instruments to pursue the various purposes and objectives
of social policy. There is growing support for the view that social policy should
be seen as a profitable investment in the ‘knowledge economy.” Strong and
sustainable social programs will enhance Canada’s economic competitiveness
by supplying the vital social infrastructure [of] health care, lifelong learning,
a skilled and knowledgeable workforce, and solid supports for families with
children that bestows comparative advantage on the global economic stage.

This rationale is echoed in the Liberal government’s Speech from the Throne
in October 2004, which set out the new ECEC initiative, and in various
speeches made by Prime Minister Martin.?

Defending the government’s policy in a House of Commons debate in
February 2005, the Minister for Social Development, Ken Dryden, asserted:
“Child development experts to economists, like Nobel laureate in economics,
James Heckman, and Governor of the Bank of Canada, David Dodge, have
been very clear in stating that an investment in eatly child development
pays off far more than any other educational investment at any other time
in a person’s life.”?” At the same time, Dryden acknowledged the “ambiva-

lence” of many parents regarding child care:

As parents, we are all ambivalent about child care. We are ambivalent because
we are parents, because we feel guilty about not spending more time with
our kids .... A recent study, as was cited by the Vanier Institute of the Family,
has found that most moms and dads with preschool children would prefer
that one parent stay home and take primary responsibility for raising the
children. Again, that is not surprising .... For economic reasons, for reasons
of lifestyle, for reasons of independence and lots more, in the great majority
of cases both parents, even with young children, are in the workforce. We can
feel guilty and we can wish it were not so, but it is so.
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The Third Way social investment rationale underpinning the Liberals’ new
child care initiatives was supported by various advocates of a national child
care program. For example, former Saskatchewan Premier Roy Romanow,
and former Lieutenant-Governor of New Brunswick Margaret McCain,
argued that a national child care program “could be as significant to nation-
building as medicare and public education,” and, “[d]one well, it will provide
multiple dividends: addressing child poverty, school performance and work-
force productivity.”?® Martha Friendly, a leading researcher and advocate of
a national child care policy, argued that “investments in early childhood
development are central to evidence-based strategies for lifelong learning
that will contribute to Canada’s social fabric, competitiveness, and increased
productive growth in the twenty-first century.”? Similarly, policy inter-
ventions by the Canada Policy Research Network (CPRN) — a major policy
think tank — while also linking ECEC to the “public goods” of “higher
levels of inclusion and equity,” characterized government investment in
ECEC as “a crucial pillar of the knowledge-based economy and society, as
well as a policy instrument for ensuring high employment rates.”*

These Third Way rationales for ECEC in much of the campaigning for
a national child care program have displaced, to some extent, the emphasis
of the women’s movement in the 1970s and 1980s on gender equality as the
guiding rationale for supporting a national child care program.’! Mahon
observes that “gender equality is but one of the objectives that may be
advanced for providing public support for nonparental child care and
feminists often choose to present the case in ways that stress these other
objectives in order to gain new allies and thus to win the battle for public
support.”?? The alleviation of child poverty, or ECEC as a “national invest-
ment in future ‘knowledge-based economy’ workers,”?® are such objectives,
and Mahon and Phillips’ account of feminist strategy in the 1990s demon-
strates that — in the context of federal government withdrawal of funding
for women’s organizations — child care activists “joined forces with a broader
coalition under the banner of fighting child poverty,” viewed as a “poten-
tial chink in neoliberalism’s armour.”*4

Liberal politicians have chosen, most often, to talk about child care in

terms of support for working families, or for working parents, rather than

58



Adkin and Abu-Laban / CHILD CARE

support for women’s workforce participation. Despite the efforts of some
women’s and child care advocacy organizations, the women’s equality ratio-
nale was — outside of Quebec — seldom heard in media reports or political
speeches during the 2004-2005 debate. The discourse of the Martin Liberals,
like that of Blair’s New Labour Party, emphasized measures to improve
equality of opportunity while denying the existence of necessary inequali-
ties produced by the supremacy of the market over society, and ignoring

questions of racial and sexual discrimination.

Parental Choice and Gender Equity in Neoliberal, Neoconservative
Welfare State Reform The Conservatives — along with their “satellite
organizations” and media supporters — represented the Liberal policy as
coercive,*® biased towards workforce participation and dual-earner families
(hence unsupportive of “traditional” child-rearing arrangements), and as
disrespectful of parents’ competence to raise their own children. Utilizing
a misleading counterdiscourse of “allowing families [rather than the state]
to choose” a child care option that meets their needs, the Conservatives
proposed a maximum $1,200 taxable yearly benefit for the parents of any
child under the age of six. Although the Conservatives’ universal child
allowance does nothing substantial to make withdrawal from work to care
for children an option for parents, or to address the severe shortage of
regulated child care spaces in the country, their framing of the Liberals’
ECEC policy as failing to provide financial support for parental caregiving
resonated with many parents.

The English language media tended to present the alternatives on offer
in a polarized fashion — as a choice between universal child care services
(a universal breadwinner model) on the one hand, and a greater measure of
financial support for families (i.e., women) caring for children at home (a
familialist model) on the other hand.?” Other measures that had been earlier
introduced by the Liberals to support parental caregiving (particularly the
extension of maternity and parental leave benefits in 2001) tended to be
ignored, as was the utter inadequacy of the Conservatives’ monthly child care
allowance as an income supplement for caregivers.*® The Liberals’ emphasis

on the knowledge economy rationale for ECEC, along with their dismissal
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of many parents’ ambivalence about not having a wider pallet of choices,
contributed to this framing of the debate.

With the Liberals increasingly on the defensive in the electoral campaign
of 2005-2006, feminists who supported both a system of publicly funded,
universal child care and income support for caregivers (among other elements
of a gender equity model) found themselves defending the national ECEC
funding agreements as a large step forward on a longer road.* Following the
election of the Harper Conservatives, Canadians have neither a universal
breadwinner model, nor a universal caregiver model, only the sztus quo
ante. One reading of this setback is that while many women (and no doubt
some men, too) need and want both employment and publicly funded,
universal child care services, they also want a choice — currently unavail-
able to many — to stay at home with their preschool children and not to
be penalized financially or by loss of employment for doing so.%’ Indeed, such
a conclusion is compatible with the findings of the Vanier Institute of the
Family on families’ child care preferences, given existing options.?! Many
parents are not persuaded by Third Way arguments that focus on the
functionality of ECEC for future economic growth and prosperity, or a
globally competitive labour force, and may even be suspicious of this instru-
mentalization of child care.

Extending paid maternity and parental leave benefits, making them more
generous (so as to enable more people to take advantage of them), or
delinking them altogether from insurable employment earnings, are costly
measures for states and employers, especially if they are combined with
publicly funded, universal child care services. Such measures do not
encourage, but on the contrary, may reduce workforce participation and
dependence upon wage labour. Thus they do not conform to a neoliberal
or Third Way vision of independent citizenship. Rather, measures that
acknowledge and support the desire of many parents to spend time with
their young children, and the need for a restructuring of the sexual division
of labour so as not to marginalize women as caregivers (including reforms
to work norms and to parental leave benefits), may be viewed as elements
of a quite different vision of citizenship — one rooted in an ethics of care,

gender equity, and social solidarity.
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Quebec’s Family Policy Under the premiership of Lucien Bouchard from
1996-2001, and Bernard Landry from 2001-2003, the PQ acted on a
commitment to make ECEC a provincial priority. According to former
Minister for the Family Pauline Marois, one of the explanations for the
PQ’s adoption of the 1997 family policy was the accumulation of research
demonstrating the connections between ECEC and “longer term issues like
school dropout, unemployment, and social exclusion.”# Marois gave special
weight to the study commissioned by the Bouchard government, Un Québec
fou de ses enfants (1991),% which “showed how every dollar spent on
preschool education saved six dollars of subsequent expenditures.”# The
government identified the major objectives of the new family policy as the
promotion of child development and equal opportunity; the reconciliation
of parental and occupational responsibilities; equity among families (to be
achieved by providing additional assistance to those with low incomes, while
maintaining universal support in certain areas); and to enable parents to
stay with their children following birth or adoption.®

The provincial government undertook to finance approximately 80
percent of the cost of the child care and after-school programs, with parent
fees covering about 20 percent. The 1997 White Paper on family policy,
Les enfants au coeur de nos choix, proposed the eventual phasing out of
commercial (for-profit) child care; government subsidies were to go to the
nonprofit, community-based Centres de la Petite Enfance (CPEs). (The
commercial sector subsequently negotiated inclusion in eligibility for subsi-
dies, although these, initially, were set at a rate lower than those provided
to the CPEs.%) In 2003, Quebec spent approximately $1.8 billion on child
care (a whopping 68 percent of all the provincial and territorial expenditure
on child care in Canada combined).?” Spaces in the CPEs were to be afford-
able for all parents, regardless of income. Parents would pay five dollars per
day, with the exception of low-income working parents and parents on social
assistance, whose fees would be further subsidized. In exchange for this
subsidized service, parents gave up the right to claim child care expenses as
a Quebec tax credit.*®

Between March 1997 and March 2001, the total number of places in
child care facilities in Quebec grew by 54,386, or almost 70 percent (to a
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total of 133,250 places).* However, the PQ government soon found that
the existing network could not accommodate demand. The Institut de la
statistique du Québec estimated in 2001 that 85,000 children were on waiting
lists for a child care space.”® Primary schools were also being encouraged to
create child care services. Between 2001 and 2004, the supply of regulated
child care spaces was increased by another 50,000 spaces.’!

The enormous demand for affordable, quality child care has significantly
increased the demand for a trained ECEC workforce. Prior to 1997, Quebec’s
standards for staff-child ratios and staff qualifications had been “among the
least demanding in the country.”>? Subsequently, programs for training child
care workers in early education and in the management of child care centres
were created.” The PQ government aimed to create 12,000 new early child-
hood educator jobs between 2000 and 2005.>% As well, improved wages and
working conditions, including a negotiated salary grid and pension plan,
have increased recognition of the child care workforce. Quebec is the only
jurisdiction in Canada where child care workers’ salaries are set through a
centralized collective bargaining process involving two major unions (the
main one for child care workers being the Confédération des syndicats
nationaux, or CSN), the government, and employer representatives. It is
significant that of the 31,000 unionized, centre-based child care staff across
Canada in 2003, 25,000 were in Quebec.”

In 2000, the starting salary of a child care worker with a junior college
(CEGEP) diploma was only $20,293.5¢ Following a threatened strike and
a government settlement with the unions in 1999, child care workers’ wages
are estimated to have increased by an average of 38 percent between 2000
and 2003.%7 Wages of unionized child care workers in Quebec were reported
to be between $13.86 and $18.35 per hour in 2005, putting them substan-
tially above those of child care workers elsewhere in the country.”” However,
wages in this sector remain low in comparison with those of other public
sector workers, and pay equity is a key issue in the ongoing negotiations
between child care workers (represented by the CSN) and the Quebec
government.

The 1997 reform also proposed to link parental insurance to earned

income rather than to the duration of work, making leaves available to any
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parent who had earned just $2,000 or more in the year prior to birth. The
funding rate was set at 75 percent of the previous year’s income — a rate
significantly higher than the 55 percent coverage offered by the federal
government’s parental insurance scheme. The reform also proposed a specific
paternity leave of up to five weeks, whose payments would be based on the
father’s income. This paternity leave, unique in North America, was imple-
mented in January 2006, and it will take some time to ascertain its effect
on the number of men taking leaves. These measures indicate a greater
commitment on the part of the PQ than on the part of the federal Liberals
to accommodate parental care.®

Quebec’s 1997 reforms also introduced a new family allowance program
targetted to low-income families, and covering expenses from birth to the
age of 18. This policy had a redistributive aim; however, it also ended the
preexisting universal family allowance and birth allowances (allocations i la
naissance). Jenson notes that “the major losers in this shift to a single,
targetted family allowance were middle-income families with more than
two children. They no longer can count, for example, on a birth allowance
injecting up to $8,000 into the family treasury.” The ending of the universal
family allowance and the birth allowance, and the central place of publicly
funded daycare in the family policy conveyed the message that parents
should go back to work after the child’s first year of life. These changes were
protested by Quebec’s “family movement,” which supports state funding
to socialize the costs of child raising, but believes that the money should
be directed to parents to use as they see fit, that is, to supplement the income
of stay-at-home caregivers or to use nonregulated care as alternatives to the
publicly funded child care system.®? Concerns raised by child development
experts who believe that children under the age of two are — given the
average quality of care in daycare centres — better off in a home environ-
ment have also been widely popularized in Quebec.®

To counter the opposition of the family movement, the PQ government
and the civil society supporters of the new family policy argued that its
programs are needed by the more than 72 percent of the Quebec women
with children who are in the paid workforce.®* The objective of making

parenting more “harmonious” with work force participation was shared by
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Quebec’s women’s movement. State-provided child care had been on the
list of demands of the Fédération des femmes du Québec (FFQ) since the
mid-1960s, and was supported as well by the CSN and a strong grassroots
movement. Again, this has much to do with the particular context of Quebec.
The union movement is significantly scronger in Quebec than in other parts
of Canada, or in North America.®> Approximately 41.4 percent of the
Quebec labour force is unionized, as compared to 30.4 percent in the rest
of Canada.® It can also be noted that the FFQ was, by the 1970s, supported
from within the provincial state by “femocrats,” and has remained a vibrant
force until today (in contrast to the diminished influence of the women’s
movement in Canada outside Quebec).®”

While we take the struggles of the feminist movement and unions to be
especially important in understanding how Quebec came to adopt a family
policy so distinct among liberal welfare states, other interests and actors
have, of course, also helped to shape Quebec’s approach to family policy
(including demographers and education experts). As noted, reports produced
in the 1990s had concluded that accessible child care and education for
preschool children were essential to improve the school performance and
completion rates of children from low-income families, and to improve
their chances of healthy, productive lives.®® The Quebec government’s 1997
White Paper on family policy, Les enfants au coeur de nos choix; solidified these
linkages. ECEC was presented as being consistent with the state’s goals of
improving Quebec’s education system and making its workforce competi-
tive with those of other knowledge-based economies. The labour force
participation objectives were clearly stated in a discussion paper published
by the Ministre de ['Emploi, de la Solidarité sociale er de la Famille (MESSF),
entitled “Toward a Policy on Work-Family Balance.”® Quebec’s post-1997
family policy also aimed to induce parents receiving social assistance to enter
the labour market, and to facilitate parents’ workforce participation in
general. As Jane Beach et al. put it, in Quebec, “ECEC was a major compo-

nent of a global strategy for social and economic development.””?

Parental Choice, Gender Equity, and Neoliberal Economics In the run-
up to the 2003 election, the Action démocratique du Québec party proposed
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to give parents vouchers that they could use to pay for any kind of child care,
using the argument of parental choice, much like the Harper Conservatives.
The Liberals sought the votes of the parents unhappy about having lost
their birth allowances and the universal family allowance by proposing to
increase family allowances.”! At the same time, the Liberals proposed raising
the share that parents pay for child care, using a sliding scale of fees according
to income. The Liberals also supported private daycare providers, on the
grounds that private facilities could be opened far more quickly than the
CPEs with their elected community boards.

The Charest government has been critical of its predecessor’s social
spending commitments, and has sought to reduce social expenditure. In
relation to the provinee’s family policy, this has included cutting the budget
for publicly funded child care by $25 million a year, raising parent fees,
reducing operating grants and eliminating capital funding for the CPEs in
2004, passing legislation to decertify unionized family child care providers
in 2003, and dragging its feet on implementing pay equity and salary
increases for unionized child care workers.”? The government presented its
Child Assistance tax credit for dependent children as a $550 million “reduc-
tion in the tax burden,” albeit one targetted to middle-class and low-income
families.” Significantly, the Liberals also played the parental choice card,
presenting the tax credit as a response to the wishes of parents who choose
not to place their children in the government-funded centres, but to have
them looked after in the private network or at home. “Thanks to this
measure,” said the Finance Minister in his 2004 budget speech, “we are
giving parents more freedom and making the situation fzir both for parents
who pay the reduced contribution for their daycare space and for those who

turn to other types of child care.””*

The Educational Child Care Act (Bill 124), forced through the National
Assembly in 2005, included a number of reforms to the regulation of CPEs
and home daycares that had the effect of reducing the emphasis on ECEC
as an objective of the child care policy. The Association Québecoise des centres
de la petite enfance (AQCPE) argued that, under the guise of addressing
problems with waiting lists and atypical needs for child care (i.e., the need

for more flexible arrangements), the government was fundamentally changing
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the orientation of the child care model.”> This included a shift from treating
the centres as “an educational service and support for their parents” to “the
simple notion of educational child care service in which children are cared
for while their parents are at work”; the facilitation of for-profit centres;
the governmental centralization of standardization and management of
CPEs — removing community governance from the child care centre
network; and turning home-based child care providers into subcontractors
working under the umbrella of home daycare coordination agencies (while
before they had been associated with the CPEs, had a role in CPE decision-
making, and had access to CPE educational resources).

There has been a substantial redirection of government funding from
the community-based, nonprofit CPEs to the for-profit child care sector. The
Charest government — along with the Association des Garderies Privées du
Québec (AGPQ) — has repeatedly claimed that the private sector can create
spaces more quickly and cheaply than the CPEs. The fact that this differ-
ence is achieved by the for-profits spending less on programming and paying
lower salaries — hence, by lowering the quality of care — has been
documented by researchers, but appears to be of little concern to the govern-
ment.”® Jenson describes the outcome of the Charest government’s “neoliberal
pushing back” of the PQ’s model as “a publicly funded child care system
emptied of much of its ECEC content, increasingly responsive to market
signals rather than social justice concerns [or a] notion of being part of a
societal project.”””

This brief account of the twists and turns of ECEC policy in Quebec
demonstrates the contradictions generated by the Liberals’ attempts to
regulate the universal breadwinner model. The aim of publicly subsidized
child care is to facilitate women’s workforce participation, shifting caring
labour to the commodity sphere or to the public sector (and creating
increased demand for service providers). Yet, publicly subsidized child care
signifies a failure of the private market and conflicts with the neoliberal
drive to reduce state expenditure. The reflex is to reprivatize child care (turn
it back to families and to the commercial providers), thereby reducing state
spending and promoting self-sufficiency in familial form. Feminists object

to the familial solution on gender equality grounds, viewing a universal
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breadwinner model as at least a step forward for women. Meanwhile, the
sexual division of caring labour remains largely unchanged.

Further complicating matters for feminists and parents are sometimes
divergent expert discourses regarding the developmental needs of preschool
children. Expert discourse on the value of ECEC for child development
problematizes the familial and private market solutions, by insisting that
these auspices cannot be relied upon to provide optimal conditions for early
childhood learning and socialization — particularly for children aged three
to six.”® Experts in child development also emphasize the critical nature of
the first two years of life for child-parent attachment, and raise questions
about the one-sidedness of family policies that emphasize workforce partic-
ipation while providing little support for parents to stay at home with their
children during these early years. As scientific paradigms about early child-
hood development and psychological well-being shift, and as the
demographic and social conditions of parenting change, parental — and
particularly women’s — expectations about work-family balance may be
expected to change as well. Canadian women having children today are,
increasingly, more educated and older than they were in previous decades.
It may be that — within this group — the decision to interrupt or postpone
careers to have children, combined with current ideas about parenting and
child development, is associated both with different expectations about the
experience (and requirements) of parenting, and different understandings
of gender equality and freedom. Thus it is important to consider that there
may be generationally different experiences that animate demands for support
for families and for the restructuring of Work-Life Balance.

The emphasis on publicly funded, universally accessible, and high-quality
child care provision serves the egalitarian objectives of facilitating women’s
participation in the workforce, socializing the costs of raising children, and
improving the life chances of children from poor families. However, the
Third Way family policy has not significantly advanced the objectives of
gender equity in the domestic sphere, that is, by involving men in caregiving,
by substantially reducing or eliminating the financial/security penalties
incurred by caregivers who choose to stay at home, or by reforming work

norms/legislation to improve workers’ flexibility with regard to caring labour.
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And, while child care sector workers are now better paid in Quebec than in
most other parts of the country — due mainly to increasing demand for their
services and unionization — their labour and qualifications continue to be
undervalued within both public and private sectors.

Thus the neoliberal state has no way of resolving the contradictions
generated by its desire to have its cake and eat it, too — that is, to have
women fully employed (a universal breadwinner model) and to leave
childraising up to the private sphere (a familialist/private market model).
Moreover, the Third Way rationale for social investment in ECEC, which
emphasizes future labour market competitiveness, parents’ workforce partic-
ipation, and independence, has proven problematic for building the
consensus necessary even for a universal breadwinner model federally, and
for sustaining it in the case of Quebec. In the recent discursive framing of
policy options, the possibility of a gender equity model that truly addresses
our needs for Work-Life Balance, values care relationships, and redefines
citizenship on the bases of equal responsibilities for men and women with
regard to caring labour has all but disappeared from view. For this reason,

an ethic of care needs to become central to our strategic and policy choices.

Parental Choice, Gender Equity and an Ethics of Care Although the
PQ’s parental leave provisions were a significant improvement over federal
policy, in neither case does social policy sufficiently prioritize a care ethic
that recognizes as legitimate the needs of both those who give and those
who receive care — whether in the paid or the unpaid spheres. Where caring
labour in the public sector has been valorized, this has been due, primarily,
to the efforts of the work forces themselves, their unions, and users of their
services (such as parent advocates of better wages for child care workers,
relatives of persons in elder care facilities who demand more funding and
higher staff-patient ratios, or public supporters of teachers and nurses).
Women’s organizations and unions have also drawn attention to the highly
feminized character of caring labour in the paid sphere, and have attrib-
uted its comparatively poor remuneration to deeply engrained societal
sexism. By comparison, less attention has been paid to the racialized nature

of low-paid care occupations.
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Having extended the length of maternity and parental leaves in 2001,
while initiating transfers to the provinces to help fund ECEC services,” the
federal Liberals focused in 2004-2005 on significantly increasing (by $4
billion) their next five-year spending commitment on ECEC, and — initially
— on tying this funding (to the provinces) to investment in child care
services. While spending in both these program areas remained inadequate
to meet either parental caregiver or socialized child care needs, government
discourse did not recognize the legitimacy and intrinsic value of care as a
citizenship responsibility — one that should be equally shared by men and
women — but rather emphasized the importance to working parents of
child care as a support for employment. This notable State preference for a
commodification role® over support for noncommodified relationships that
are viewed as constitutive of citizenship, reflects the undervaluing of caring
labour that typifies the universal breadwinner model. It is an approach
advocated, moreover, by social democratic theorists like Esping-Andersen,
who sees the absence of child care services as a barrier to women’s employ-
ment and to the growth of postindustrial service occupations (since
dual-earner families need to purchase goods and services they no longer
have time to produce themselves), but who does not consider the ways in
which commodification also generates profound conflicts.®! In short, there
is a policy failure to reflect on the interdependence among human beings,
and the ways in which noncommodity relationships “hold up,” and are
equal in worth to, activities performed in the paid sphere. To address this
failure, we need to turn, once again, to a universal caregiver model that can
embrace an ethic of care.

An ethic that values care carries the potential to subvert neoliberalism’s
constructions of citizenship, human needs, and human nature. It challenges,
potentially, the centrality of employment as a measure and criterion of social
entitlement. Linked to a feminist critique of the sexual division of labour,
it calls into question the universal breadwinner model as a satisfactory form
of gender equality. It brings into sharp relief the irreconcilability of neolib-
eralism’s conception of the independent citizen with the real needs and
desires of individuals as they pass through the life cycle. The policy alter-

natives advocated by social and state actors in relation to child care (as well
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as other areas of social policy) are inevitably rooted in valuations of care
and interdependence, as well as gender equity. The policies adopted shape
not only the conditions of caring and caring labour in various spheres, but
the very foundations of citizenship.

The desire to be at home with one’s children in the early years is keenly
felt by many parents, but inadequately supported by public policy. This is
the chord that family movements and conservative critics of the universal
breadwinner model are striking with many parents. At the same time, given
that much of the centre or home-based child care provision in the country
is — by all accounts — mediocre (with only the nonprofit centres gener-
ally rating “good” to “very good” in quality of care studies), parents using
paid services frequently have anxieties about the choices available to them.
Clearly, an underfunded child care system will produce poor quality care and
long waiting lists, thereby enabling neoliberals to make claims about the
superiority of turning child care over to the private sector. The low wages
of care providers and educators in this sector contribute to the scarcity of
well-qualified workers and high turnovers in staff. The parallels to the health
and education sectors and the undermining of these services as public goods
are apparent. What we need, then, is a family policy package that offers
both high-quality, universal ECEC programs as a public good, and better
options to enable parents to stay at home with their preschool-aged children.
The existing articulations of parental choice and gender equality within the
Third Way, neoliberal, and neoconservative projects have allowed for consid-
eration of only two alternatives for family policy: a familial and market-based
male breadwinner model, or a universal breadwinner model. A third alter-
native — a gender equity model that embodies an ethic of care — has yet
to be seriously pursued. To get there, we need to generate more discursive
space for an ethics of care in social policy debates.

Elements of this third alternative — in addition to publicly funded,
universal child care — might include caregiver and family allowances, longer
and more generously funded maternity and parental leaves, substantial “daddy
leaves,” work time reduction,  greater work flexibility for employees, pension
reform, and basic income proposals. The purpose of such reforms should be

to give individuals greater flexibility to adapt work to the needs of their life
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cycles and care relationships, rather than the other way around. They should
also aim to restructure the sexual division of labour — to move us towards
a model of gender equity in which men participate fully in caring labour.

A more holistic approach to family policy may be critical to resisting the
direction of the Charest government in Quebec, and of the Conservatives
federally, as they devalue the caring labour of both early childhood devel-
opment workers and parents, and perpetuate significant inequalities in the
quality of children’s early developmental experiences, while claiming to
honour the needs of families. Although the commitment to a universal
breadwinner model has been a longstanding objective of the women’s
movement, and there was understandable excitement around the advances
represented by the post-1997 Quebec family policy and the 2004 federal
Liberal proposals, the absence of a stronger valorization of caring relation-
ships and caring labour has, we argue, contributed to their vulnerability to
attack from the Right.

The predominant ECEC discourse articulated by state officials in Canada
and Quebec in the past decade, which constructs ECEC as an important
underpinning for economic productivity and global competitiveness and
for the formation of independent citizens, is incapable of challenging the
neoliberal performance principle. Resistance to the disciplining of market
relationships and to the domination of market over society calls for a
discourse that acknowledges the real stresses and desires of individuals with
regard to parenting, elder care, and Work-Life Balance, and that respects
the needs of young children and elders. The struggle for gender equity ought
not to end with a universal breadwinner welfare state model that leaves the
sexual division of labour in the private sphere essentially untouched and

the criteria of full citizenship profoundly exclusive of caring labour.
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