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VIEWPOINT 

The Alberta nurses' strike 

Nt.111 B. H1,R~lll ll·I r1. MD. FRCPC. FACP 

W ARI: ALI AWARI· 1 HA r THI Mll'I IA:O•rl Al Hl:RTA NURSES 

recently carrieJ out what 1s euphemistically called 

a 'job action ' against the A lberta Hospital AssLicintion and the 

population of that province. Their action was illegal since in 

1984. nurses. along with mcrnb<.:rs of other essential service 

gr<Hl'ps such as firemen anJ pol icemen. were prohibiteJ by 

law to 'withdraw services' (another euphemism for s t rike). 

Despite thL' prohihirion, the nurses walked out of their hosp1-

tab and picketed for 19 days defying the law and :,,uharctic 
conJ i lions. 

A lthough tht:v WL'rl' leviL'd with heavy t"ines, they ·won' the 
,trike hv agreeing to rcturn to the bedside. attcr negotiating a 

small pay increase. The prime reason for their action was 

becnusc thL'Y diJ nm wish to accept a pny decrease. Other 

demands. such a» heuer W(irking conditions and n ,rmnger 

input in t<> patient care, were left floating :ibout in some 

1nd1stinct hurc:iucratic limbo. No doubt these evanescent 

ghostly conditions wil l resurface when the present contract 
L'X["1ires. 

Many practical and philosophical quL'stions hm·e nrisen from 
this event Quc,tions ,uch :ts should nurses be allowed to 

strike' Should nurses indeed hnw more inrur into the daily 
management of their patients I Sh(,uld nurses be "allowed' m 

shed their mantle of the physician's handmaiden. and takl' 
what they consider tc1 he their rightful role as health care 
profcssiona Is? 

Surely the answer mu~t he a qualified ·yes' ro all of these 
questions. 

C/1111ctd l'rn/e.11or. Dr/1mr111cnr of Md1ww l lm t·r11ll)' ol Calgur~. 
711 Sowh Tower, lOli / lo,Jmal Dm·c NII', Calgary. Alhrrw T2N 2T9 
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There 1:, no reason why nurses should not go on strike if all 

of their methods of obtaining what they consider to be their 

proper financial rewards foil. After all, doctors in this country 

have done so and oth er essential workers posrnl workers, 

food industry workers anJ grnin handlers to cite just a few 

One could sugge,t that the rea~on the prohibition on nurses 
was so severe 1s that it 1s d irectl y related to rhe fact that nursing 

is predominantly a female profossion, that ism say that the 

interdiction is nnrifcminist in orgin. This idea is not my own. 
Many nurses to whom I have talked arc convinced that th is is 
indeed the case. 

We should not ignore the impactof the feminist movement 

or revolution on the nursing rrofcss1on. It has indeed been 

the suhJcct of much discussion in the past 20 years. There is 

'no aura of mystery' about the suggestion thm nurses arc being 
discriminated against because they arc women. 

PAT IENT MAN AGEMEN T 
There b m1 duuht in my own mind that nurses should have 

more direct inpu t in to the mnnagcment of patients. They 

certainly have the training. nnd indeed in some areas arc more 

expert than most physicians. 

No intensive cnrc unit, coronary care unit, dialysis unit or 

mdced endoscopy uni t cou ld function without nurses. On 

the general ll'ards, th ey have infinitely more contac t with 

patients than we physicians nnd yet hnvc little say regarding 
111:111agcment. Sadly, there appcms to be lcssnmtact betwcl'n 

dnctors and ward nurses in recent years than in the pnst. This 
is likely related to the nnragonism of the nurse~ to the glory 

heaped upon physicinns. while they, the nurse~. arc virtuftlly 

ignored. Perhaps the feminbt ethic is at work here. a~ well as 

the tradition that :;omc phy:,ici;111:; still consider nurses as 

servant~. a position that 1s antiquated and tornll y archaic. 
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It ts trLte that the time has come for the nLtrsing protcssion 

to be recognized tor \\'hat it ts - a profession. This recogninon 
must be accepted by the piper that plays the tune. Nurses 
,hoLtld be compensated for more adequately than they arc at 

pre:,ent and if that rcqLtires anoth er method of mcdicare 
funding. then so he it. If this docs not happen we arc li kely tn 
lose many of our excellent nu rses. 

In addition. the nurses themselves must insist on profes
sional swnJarJs and e n force them among their own ranks. If 
they arc m he a true profession, as they seem to desire. they 
must accept the fact that they cannot work for hourly wages 

for indeed they will not have ,pecificd hours of work. They 
wi ll shoLtlJer an equal , hare of responsibility for the care of 

their pntients in conj Ltnction with the physician and he 

1T,·icwcJ as phvsicians arc in hospimb, and he ready to he 
cmici:cd i( Lheir management is inadcqLt.tte. 

A profession is unfortun:ircly notall roses it b, therefore, 
a challenge that the nurse, will have to accept and \\'ill have to 

\\'Ork to\\'arJs achieving their goal c.l a profession . 
Finall y. we physicians m u~t accept nurses as equal, and in 

doing so help them to ach ieve their nghtful place 111 the medi
cal hierarchy, right up there with the doctors. 

Alvin Toffler would view th is as another 'third wave 
phenomenon' and it would be no surprise to him rhat it b 
happening. He would abo nor be astounded i( the trarn,ition 
from handmaiden m professional is ach ieved withoLtt con,id
crable struggle. However. as we all know, noth ing of value b 
achieved without struggle. 
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