
Akande wu thought uppity: "I was labelhd a 'one ofthe ricbest

women in goaemment,' whkh uas idimlou-"

In 1990, ZananaAkande made
history by becoming the first
black woman elected to the
Legislative Assembly of Ontario
and the first to serve as a cabi-
net minister in Canada With the
backdrop of Barack Obama's
historic election south of the
border, Akande reminisces with
Sway about bleaking thtough
Canada's political glass ceiling

lection day was on
the first day of school.
I remember because I

was a school principal and was
supposed to be there. Frankly, I
didn't expect to win, but I was
interested in running to encour-
age ttre constituents around to
be more cognizant of the issues
from a different perspective. We
benefitted from the fact that the
Liberals and Conservatives exist-
ed in disfavour. I really believe
that in Canada, governments are
voted out, not voted in.

Being the fust was an issue that
people made a great deal about -
I didnt. The realiry was that there
were many blackwomen before me
that were quite capable of being in
govefirment and I feel that
if there were more of us
there. the attacls on
me wouldve been
somewhat lessened.

The thing about
being first is that
there are some peo-
ple that take excep-
tion to you being there:
from the other parties and
your own. Some of the people
in and outside of the govern-
ment begin to evaluate you from
a standard of their exoectadons
- where you live, what schools
your children attend, even the
car you drive. It indicates more of
what they expect ofyou. I guess
they expected a black woman to
live at a certain level and it was
really tacky. I was labelled as "one
of the richest women in govern-
ment,' which was ridiculous.

But it wouldn't have been
bad if it were iust verbal attacks.

\(hat was disappointingwas that
the attention to the things that
our government was doing was
not as focused as the trivia.

After the (post-Rodney King)
Yonge Street riots, we developed
the Jobs Ontario Youth program.
I was disappointed that we had to
bring the legislation for employ-
ment equity, but I was excited
when they passed it. 'We also
made some tremendous advance-
ment in the school curriculum
and made strides with long-term
care so that lower-income older
people could at least be assured
that there were some services for
them. It was very hard watching
these things be rescinded under
succeeding Ontario premier

Mike Hanis.
But I never intended
to stay in government

for a long time. I
really enjoyed my
various roles in
education and I felt
rhat after I served

and effected those
changes I was particu-

larlv interested in, I would
go back.

Watching Obama win was very
exciting and almost unbelievable.
I remember seeing Martin Luther
King speak at the synagogue on
Bathurst, and I'm old enough
to remember how things were. I
thinkforblack Canadians, this has
been awakeup call that we'can col-
lectively ..."i. th"t kind of envi-
ronment where politicians really
have to vie for our support and talk
about what our issues are. r
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