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BB: So what I’ve been doing as a way of sort of starting us off is a little line it's supposed to be straighter than that but life is a little wobbly so and indicating this as the present and asking you to sort of go through and tell me about some of the significant events that have happened in your life sort of starting with the beginning and 

FF: You’re talking about my personal life or my life as a movement activist?

BB: Both. Whatever you feel is significant that you want to share. What we’ve been finding, found helpful is if you’re comfortable talking a little bit about your background and what motivated you to get involved.

FF: Okay, so you don’t want to go back to childhood obviously?

BB: Well if there was something in your childhood that motivated you to get involved…

FF: I don’t think so. I think probably my political, insofar as we want to make a link between my life and the life of the women’s movement, my political life really began in New York during the war, the Vietnam War and I’ve written about that here (referring to Minds of Our Own) but related mostly to women’s studies but I became active actually around the time of my children’s birth because somehow it touched me, I’d always had some political sympathies but not anything that was highly developed. In New York I became an activist in the anti-war movement which was 

BB: Can you give me a sense of sort of roughly how old you were around that time?

FF: Okay so that was in the sixties, lets say roughly ’65 and so I would have been, I was born in ’37 so I was 28 I guess

BB: Okay perfect

FF: So my late twenties and it so happened this was not something we planned, this was a neighborhood group in New York and we were the group that I sort of started with another woman or two was made up of young mothers we all had little kids so we were able to work together around our own schedules and we would meet and we would leaflet outside of subway stations with our children and in the parks and so on so our life was very integrated in terms of our political life and our sort of personal family life and it was a woman’s group without anyone having intended it to be a woman’s group because we were at home and had children and so on. I later read that years later that Women Strike for Peace which was a predecessor to our activism was also made up of these middle class women who were home in other words well educated but at this point not working outside the home so the group went well and we all became friends and I got my first taste of working in an all woman’s group working collectively and I just, we, how can I put it? It was so clear to me that we could all depend on one another. We were all very hard working, you know, very, if someone said she was going to call, we had a peace festival for example and we all took different tasks and I knew that whatever other tasks were taken you know they would be done. If she was going to call City Hall for a permit, we knew it would be done. And that kind of assurance followed me right into the woman’s movement so that any organization I was in for years to come, many years later, conferences or anything that I had anything to do with that involved cooperation, that involved a collective sensibility always worked in the sense that not that we didn’t have our squabbles but we knew we could count on one another that there was a kind of reliance that was very, very important. So, at that point I was not a feminist at all. I was really on the Left, the New Left and the antiwar movement which were closely linked in New York at that time and let’s see what happened shortly, at one point there were the stirrings of feminism and I remember thinking of feminism as I thought of it as very slight and shallow compared to the real important work that we were doing in terms of stopping the war in Vietnam so I looked at for instance the Ms. America Beauty Pageant which has been written about a lot I thought oh how frivolous, here we are, we’re fighting against women and children being napalmed and they’re talking about a beauty contest. And then a friend of mine, kind of she made a link between, she said, look they’re all connected, the exploitation of women and so on, and slowly I began to realize that feminism is something that I have to at least consider seriously, its not a passing phase, it is serious and so I did and slowly began to read more about feminism, at one point, my family and I moved to another apartment and there, one of my neighbours who became a friend was involved in one of the very, very early consciousness-raising groups in New York and I remember this was with Susan Brownmiller and all these people who were writing at this point and so you saw that, and she would tell me about it and she said, its like nothing I’ve ever seen before. And she described her experience of being with women and realizing that women cared about her, that they would do things to help her, I mean it was like paradise and I was really quite struck by this new kind of organization, this new kind formation, and I’d had of course with the antiwar movement some hint of that but this was much more articulated, so at some point we decided, and I worked for The Guardian which was a radical newspaper in New York and there too there was a feminist sensibility so there too feminism was beginning to emerge. I wasn’t deeply, deeply involved yet but still I went from being almost hostile to it to understanding the depth of it and then when we moved to Canada it was one of the first groups that I joined at that time it was the Toronto Women’s Caucus which met I think every week they would have large meeting I think once a week and then in between there were focus groups and so on and it was a group that was heavily dominated by Trotskyists and you know having come out of that New York and knowing what that meant and so on, but still I felt that here I was coming to a city where I knew, I had only one friend, an old buddy from New York where I had also, she and I had been involved in other political work around the school, the school system in the city so I came here and despite my reservations about that group I still felt very welcome and I joined it. And became one of the, that was it, I went to meetings, at that time I had two children and I was still married but I couldn’t find employment, I had a masters degree in philosophy and a teacher’s certificate and somehow nothing here was working for me, so I had lots of time and I became a full time activist

BB: And this would be sort of early seventies?

FF: This was 1970-71 and at that point I also began speaking about feminism in various classes and so on so I became very involved and fairly outspoken, saw myself as a really deeply committed feminist at this point and then in 1971 I got a teaching job at the art college; Ontario College of Art. Which really began my sort of the possibility for me to become a feminist in my working life which up until now had been just loosely community work, this changed that. So at OCA, I taught, I and one other person, we both were feminists, we both were hired at the same time, and the beauty of that is that we were hired by this new president of course this being Canada they got rid of him in one year, he was too good. He was there for one year and he wanted to turn the whole concept of what art education had been, he really wanted, he had in mind and tried to introduce a revolution in art education which was much more socially conscious which recognized that this was, we’re getting toward the end of the twentieth century, we have to, art has to be responsive to the times, we can’t just keep modeling life models and stuff, you know he really, I thought he was wonderful, but clearly they got rid of him, some of the Canadian icons didn’t like him. But he said teach what it is you want to teach. I mean it was clear I wasn’t going to teach science and so I taught women’s studies and this was the first women’s studies course at OCA and my colleague also taught one and then by the second term we decided to co-teach, we thought it was better to and there for the first time we really saw the power of feminism, what it meant lets say to see students for the first time being able to talk about their experience as women who were artists or studying to be artists and what they had experienced in terms of harassment, what they had experienced in terms of feeling that kind of sense of how do they feel, they felt somehow that their work wasn’t worthy that it was a hobby in other words a demeaning of their work, the harassment and many of them were brilliant students they were artists of really the first order and yet they had very little confidence in themselves and so this was a typical story. Now what made it difficult to teach this course both a joy and also difficult was that they didn’t like to read very much, because they said, we are art students and if we wanted to read we would go to university and of course that is perfectly fair so one had to find material that would suit them, am I going on in too much detail?

BB: No, this is very interesting, what did you find?

FF: Well that was the problem, now at that time the first piece that we could read together, we read together and that was fine, was Linda Nochlin’s essay, Why Are There No Great Women Artists? Which was at that time, I think it was anthologized in Moran’s book, Women is Sexist Society. I think I have a bibliography. This (referring to Minds of Our Own) has a lot of good bibliographies I imagine. So that essay was especially directed to them and it showed essentially that first of all there had been great women artists and what does it mean to be great and secondly if there haven’t been as many as we would wish it has the conditions and she uses the example that if someone were say a very talented violinist and he lived in the North Pole the chances are that he would not have become a great violinist and if Mozart had been born in you know in a country where there was no music context the likelihood of his genius being discovered would not have been as great so anyway this made a big difference and then slowly publications were emerging so I remember I picked up anything I could possibly find, Louise Nevilson I remember an interview with her where she spoke about how she had been relegated to really almost non-being and these were very fine artists and then Maryon Kantaroff [SP] who is a sculptor in Toronto one of the early feminists in fact she had belonged to a group that was I think established around the same time as the Toronto Woman’s Caucus which was a group that I think was closed, called the New Feminists, Sherill Cheda [SP] who just died recently had been involved in that, Maryon Kantaroff and Bonnie Kreps [SP] so you know some very, very fine feisty people. So Maryon came to our class and spoke and people were in tears, I mean for the students to be able to see an artist and Maryon was a fine, fine sculptor and had been the apprentice to Henry Moore she also said how no matter what it didn’t matter you couldn’t ever achieve what it is you, so on the one hand they had the support of other women they also realized it wasn’t they weren’t bad artists it was the conditions. And I remember one young woman, no more than one, talked about one particular teacher, a printmaker and they said that he really was notorious for sexually harassing students and every woman student was afraid of being the first in his class because he would feel them up and down. One of our students a number were middle aged students, women who had raised their families who were I mean gifted beyond, I mean the imagination, they were quirky, they were just dazzling beyond imagination so one of them went over to him and she was very soft spoken and she just said to him in a very soft voice, if you ever lay a hand on another student again, she said, we will have posters all over the building within half an hour. And that was it, she never raised her voice and he obviously he wasn’t going to take a chance so it was that kind of both militancy, it was sisterhood and at that time the college included critiques so every six months there was a critique of their work and I remember of course I went to all the women’s critiques and you saw their work and some of it and then at the end of the second year we had the first woman’s art show, in Canada, at the college. And that was you know outstanding and the coop- once again, the cooperation and these were young students you know with many things on their mind you don’t expect that kind of responsibility to be so, so strong and yet it was. I mean magnificent stuff I mean the whole range from installations to paintings to sculpture all of it very, very intelligent, I mean more than just evocative, I mean it really represented the era, I mean when you saw that you really understood that feminism had really seeped in on a very deep basis so that was our pleasure. Than that year they fired all the people, I mean they fired the guy the president, Roy Ascott

BB: The revolutionary


FF: the next they fired all the people that he – sorry? Yeah, yeah he went on to California made a big name for himself of course and then they fired almost everyone who had been hired by him, so the third year I was left almost alone and at that time the battles were very strong and the victors and the vanquished were very clearly marked and you know so here I was without any buddies, all my friends had been fired and the only friends I had were the students so it really wasn’t enough and at this point we’d also had a conference on women and the arts.  We really did a lot of work and some of those and I hope you will get a woman’s kit. Does the woman’s kit mean anything to you yet?

BB: No, it doesn’t

FF: Okay, well we’ll get to that. Around this time OISE also had a woman’s project and when we decided we would, and in those days you just got money, you just went to the head of the school and said we’d like to have a conference, sure. We organized a conference, the show, the art show but also an all day films and also a panel with Maryon Kanteroff and who else was there? Bonnie Kreps a whole number of woman artists and the woman’s kit that was being produced at that time was a multimedia kit at OISE I got in touch with one of the women or she got in touch with me, we all were very connected. You’d meet someone on the train and then you’d be in touch, it was a time of great, great sharing of resources and information. So she said she would like to tape the panel discussion among the artists, well I said, what could be better, so she did. And that became part of the women’s kit it’s a record which I have. And you see them talking to each other about being women artists which of course for students it was, it was just, it was paradisial so that was that. But I felt really isolated at OCA because really my friends were gone and the school having fired was shifting back to an old fashioned art school, no one bothered me, I mean I could have stayed forever at that point they were beginning to offer tenure but I just, and then a job opened up at OISE and I had arranged for my friend, my colleague at that time, to get a job and she then arranged for me to get a job and once again in those days when you tell people today its hard to understand or to imagine how very open and fluid everything was. I mean there were jobs for people, I mean you didn’t have to apply and be one of two hundred who applied for job, you didn’t have to leave town and go to you know, Montana for a job. I mean, everything was here, there was money coming from government grants, we started, oh I forgot to mention: in my third year at OCA just before I left we started a children’s publishing press, Kids Can Press, now, Kids Can Press is now multi, multi-million dollar operation the turtle, what’s his name? That awful turtle?

BB: Oh, Franklin?

 FF: Franklin was born, that’s a Kids Can, but not with us, when we started it we put out books that were all socially conscious, non-sexist, urban content, multi-racial and so on they became eventually a commercial publisher, they publish good books, but with no, no hindsight, I mean no connection but they continue on because money was given. I taught a class in children’s literature because I had published a book on children’s lit and that’s all you needed and we got funded for seven artists and writers so that came out of OCA so in that one period we had you know both a feminist art show we had children’s publishing we had all kinds of things coming out because there was such creativity and such an openness to these kinds of things anyway at some point I joined OISE and women’s kit. Women’s kit is the – and I had nothing to do with it so I can be very lavish in my praise – it’s the most brilliant kit I’ve ever seen it’s a big box which at some point you should have a look, I think I’ve got one in my basement in sort of 

BB: When we go through your boxes we’ll find it

FF: Yeah, yeah, it was developed by among other people, Pam Harris and she’s also a person that you should interview. So Pam Harris is a very, very fine photographer, really marvelous photographer and she was working at OISE at that time and once again – it has to be repeated over and over again – we and she were given such opportunities to do what you did best, it wasn’t you worked very autonomously, there was no looking over your shoulder, you had to apply for funds each year but once you got the funds you were pretty much on your own so she developed and meticulously shepherded this project which is a big, big box filled with multi-media material on women. And maybe if we go downstairs you’ll have a look at it. And she, there isn’t a piece of paper that she didn’t scrutinize and it has women’s history, sociology its meant for high schools, junior high schools, mostly high schools. And very, very ingenious and very creative, with posters so it has the history of the women’s suffrage movement in England and in Canada, it has multi-ethnic groups, so at that time China was everybody’s sweetheart so there were pieces on women in China and in the North of Canada and sexual stereotyping the whole range of interest because at this point this is now ’74-’75 and the women’s movement is really emerging, publications are beginning to appear, Margit [Eichler] for instance, I don’t know if she mentioned to you, she was involved in also a children’s literature project, I think in Waterloo, Lollipop Press or something like that so everywhere you turned people were doing things, they were doing things on Xeroxes and so it wasn’t all being published by major publishers but this, because it was at OISE, because the funds were there, was actually a very sophisticated publication, it wasn’t just on a mimeographed sheet of paper, it was brilliantly produced and I’ll show it to you, so I joined that project at some point, and then we continued to do more work on developing curriculum materials for the elementary schools and so on and we also crossed the country literally, we went from PEI to Victoria collecting materials from archives because we wanted to slowly we began to be seen as a resource centre because at that time you could buy everything that was on sale, you didn’t have to be selective, you just said, I’ll take everything, and we had we collected whatever it was that was being written and published all over the world if someone went lets say for a summer to Britain, they would come back with stuff from Britain in other words there was that wonderful exchange possibility so we then went across the country because we were particularly interested in Canadian women’s history because we realized at this time also that while people knew American history everybody knew Susan B. Anthony and you know Bloomer and all that and people were reading Ms. I think at that point Ms. was just beginning they knew nothing virtually about Canadian women’s history. Now the women’s kit did change that. They brought the name of Nellie McClung, Cora Hind, Emily Murphy they really brought to life Canadian women’s history which in many ways is more fascinating than the American movement, and they wrote I mean Nelly McClung wrote a lot, there was material so we went through the archives looking essentially but not only for visual material we wanted pictures so that we could develop those and those could be become part of the material that publishers could use and indeed we did. We also went to the archives in Ottawa which were very, very good and we got photographs many, many photographs and also audiotapes, interviews, early interviews from the 30s and 40s with women, women farmers, see we wanted to it was a time when the whole notion of what is history was being challenged it was not a history just of heroes and great men, we wanted very much, and here we were following the changes in social history in general and so we wanted to in some way I say commemorate but it didn’t have to be commemorate, to recognize and to acknowledge the contribution of women who were not in the in the shrines so we were interested in women farmers, we were interested in women who were activists and so on so it was a much more democratic view of what it meant to be part of a history and all that was in our mind as we crossed the country collecting photographs we collected everything photographs were a big item but they weren’t the only one and what else did we do so we came back and we slowly after a while we had a big file cabinet which by the way has now disappeared and I can’t tell you what I feel each time I go, we had hundreds and hundreds of photographs which were collected across the country, not only in archives but from small women’s groups that were collected photographs that their grandmothers had done and it got to a point where every publisher in Toronto that was publishing anything to do with photographs came to us because we had it all we didn’t have to start fresh we had an entire file cabinet full of photographs, anyway, its gone, gone

BB: Gone…?

FF: Its terrible, who knows, no idea, it just disappeared, when we moved, when we left, the women’s centre was dismantled. So what else? Ask me some questions. Alright, let me just, I’ll sort of get, so at one point we continued to produce materials and it became clear that there were really two projects one was the curriculum development and the other was a resource centre, a research resource centre, and things between me and my two colleagues were not going too well so we decided to split and I became the coordinator of the resource centre and they continued for a short while and then their projects ended and they disappeared to do some curriculum development stuff but that didn’t go anywhere so that was it so I then started and that’s where Margret (Eichler) comes in. Margret at that time had just begun working at OISE in Sociology, if you can imagine these were the very first sociologists in Canada who were doing women’s stuff, Margret and Dorothy Smith and at one point Mary O’Brian whose name should be, I mean, whose name everybody should know, she had just gotten the job, teaching at OISE also very much with Margret’s influence, I mean I consider Margret the Godmother of all of us. I mean certainly of the centre. So Margret really fought for Mary to get this job and Mary she was a genius. So as soon as Mary signs her contract, Margret says, well, oh I’ve had a fight with the head of the department and we were just shuffled into any department it didn’t make any sense it was a measurement of value, computer department and it made no sense for us to be there, so he called me in and he said, you have the reputation for being very hard to get along with and blah, blah, blah, so you know, what could I say? So Margret then told Mary, at that time OISE had a setup that every researcher had to have a faculty member connected to their project even though you were fully responsible for it, the name of the faculty member had to be on it there was just no other way of doing it. So Margret urged Mary, she said there’s a project here that really needs a faculty time and would you consider it so of course Mary said yes, she rarely said no, and it was love at first sight between me and her and that was really Margret who sort of knew when to intervene and when to put her, really very, very, her sense of timing is impeccable. So Mary became the project, I mean Mary wasn’t that interested in what I was doing but she was there, she did the things that I asked her to do, and we became very, very close friends until she died. So that’s how this centre and it grew and it grew because this was a time of enormous burgeoning of publications and women’s studies programs were beginning at that point to go full, full, with a full spirit and also at that time when you’re beginning to write this stuff down its important to see the coincidence of things. So what coincided was you had first of all sense of Canada was at that time very, very open and very receptive and very radical in many ways at the same time you also had nationalism which really valued Canadian content and so we made that one of our priorities that we’re not just going to live off American and British stuff, we want to discover what it was that Canadian women did and believe me there were great discoveries, and then also at the same time, education was changing a lot. Feminism was really beginning to influence kindergarten to grade 12 or 13 or whatever it was then. So that the whole question, this was very central, OISE I don’t know if you know but OISE is the Ontario Instituted of Studies in Education and their mandate is really to be the centre for educational theory and so a lot of curriculum development, a lot of, anyone in education in Ontario who wants to go on, at least at that time, beyond the classroom who wanted to be either in curriculum, or in administration, or principal or whatever had to go through OISE so OISE was like the prism through which they had to pass otherwise they couldn’t go out of the classroom and a lot of people wanted to leave the classroom and so the, there was a very famous document called P1J1 which was put out by the Ontario Ministry of Education which was also at that time beginning to fill with feminists and it said that every child is entitled to a non-sexist education, well this was an opening for us right? So at this point you realized that they need materials, they have to teach, you couldn’t just teach about Cartier and so on you had to teach about Nelly McClung and so we began there was a whole surge of interest both in curriculum development but also in guidance, in non-stereotypical education but also non-stereotyping altogether, with emphasis lets say on advertising some wonderful films came out talking to young women essentially, high school students showing them the, the well the villainy I think of advertisement and what it did to young girls and you know it was called Killing Us Softly

BB: I think I might have seen that in high school

FF: It’s a wonderful film and so you know all of this we had, so all of this at this time, you know the classes at OISE were just filling with women doing feminism so the Sociology department at that time, the names have changed now but at that time that’s where Margret was, Sociology and Dorothy Smith was there so these two you know major figures in early feminist sociology were teaching at OISE and the students were flocking. And there was a lot of love in the air it wasn’t just people excited about intellectual life which was certainly there, but there was also sisterhood because at that time a central piece of feminism was sisterhood and it wasn’t just something you thought about after you finished something else it was really very central so in these classes bonds were developed between teachers and students and between students based on the notion that we’re women and that its, we share more than we have differences and so on, but that the joy of looking, I remember women would come in, there were groups all over, one woman would say, she said, I’m kind of shy its hard for me to get up, but she said, I heard that you’re all supposed to help me (laughs) I mean she wasn’t sophisticated but she knew in a sense that one part of feminism is this, helping and around that time in ’79 we started the Feminist Party of Canada and Mary O’Brian, I still, we have the tape of that by the way at OISE because we began something also around this time called Popular Feminism and that came out of the centre. We decided Jerry Wine and I, Jerry Wine was teaching in Psychology so at that time Sociology had two wonderful teachers then Psychology became very big, it really lured students, Jerry Wine, Paula Caplan, it really made reputations and History and Philosophy, History also; Alison Prentice, Ruth Pearson, and Philosophy was not so strong with feminism but still it was there and in curriculum development a little bit but the three social sciences were very strong and the History as well so the humanities had a little place there and so we, wait I’m losing my track here

BB: Mary O’Brian, Feminist Party

FF: Right, so Mary O’Brian was really one of the also one founders of the Feminist Party also, oh yeah, Popular Feminism, so at one point I can’t remember exactly when our first lecture was I think it was 78 or something anyway we have all this documentation, the Centre for Women’s Studies, by the way, if you ever want to go and I’ll go with you if you life still exists at OISE its diminished considerably but its still there and it still has some documents but we decided Jerry and I that what we need is to bring feminism out of the classroom because you know women who study women’s studies in classes have all the privileges, they don’t need anymore they’ve got good teachers, they’ve got libraries, they’ve got colleagues, its as good as it gets, but what about women who are interested in feminism are really not involved in women’s studies as such but are interested in it. So we began a series called Popular Feminism which met once a month and it was a smash hit 

BB: It’s a great name

FF: Yeah it was and its still going on, so Mary would give the first lecture, she launched it and she called it Collective Pilgrimage and the room was just filled, I mean people came every Monday, I think it was the first Monday of every month and we had all the people who were teaching at OISE were the major speakers and then eventually the group grew and so we had speakers from all over so that was another thing that came out working in the women’s movement and it was once again these were things that seemed to flow so naturally and the Feminist Party seemed to grow. You know we thought what’s happening, none of the parties really seem to pay much attention, even the NDP which was supposed to be our friend was not particularly attentive so the Feminist Party this was already 79 what was – you must have a cutoff period don’t you, you don’t want all the…

BB: Oh, ’79 sort of generally we’ve said 1960 to 1990

FF: Oh, 1990 we’ve got a long way to go (laughs) okay you’re going to have to ask me some questions

BB: Oh, okay, I can ask you questions but I’m just enjoying your narrative right now, because I find my own voice on the recorder particularly uninteresting

FF: Oh well, don’t say that. 

BB: Were you, now I understand that there was this first meeting of the Feminist Party I actually…

FF: Maryon Kanteroff was involved at that time we met somewhere I think the University Women’s Club or somewhere and we were saying lets start, you know, Moira Armour who’s since died we said lets see. So the first meeting, I have some of htose documents and we recorded Mary’s speech yeah and I’m quite sure we did, if we didn’t…

BB: I hope so

FF: Yeah, I hope so too. Yeah, yeah, I’m sure we did. Moira Armour was very savvy around documentation, she was terrifically, she worked for the Board of Education in the media section so she knew how to do that. Yeah so it was, it was at OISE and in those days, see once again, we said to OISE we need the auditorium well fine, nowadays try to book the auditorium you have to pay for everything in those days of course its related to what we were teaching, and I remember walking towards that on Bloor Street and I see people, people in large numbers entering OISE and I said, well this can’t be. We know that it’s a movement, but, anyway, the whole place was just filled, a whole 750 people so it was that many at least, and that went on for a number of years and it had the difficulties of, people wanted to know, I mean we had no money not that that was the only problem but I mean what do you do? Starting a party is an enormous undertaking. What we felt that we were doing is that we were providing an alternative to lets say women’s caucus’ the NDP had a women’s caucus, they all had women’s caucus’ but what we were saying is that if you’re not happy with your women’s caucus there, you have another alternative, and of course because we considered ourselves a party so to speak, we met, in other words we had classes, consciousness-raising, we provided a great many things, but certainly nobody was running for office but we got coverage a little bit you know in the papers at least at the beginning, and, I guess, I don’t know at times I felt that we could of done more and at other times I don’t know what else we could have done that we didn’t do. But anyway after a while it sort of petered out but it was a very good idea there just wasn’t enough I think in terms of the continuity wasn’t there somehow, I mean people were busy, people were teaching and working and so on so we couldn’t afford to really hire anyone I think for a while we hired someone part time I don’t know it was not easy and there also people had different views about what a party should be and what should this be should it allow men, this became a big question

BB: And what was the ultimate verdict on that?

FF: Well back and forth, ultimately it was considered I forget exactly, it caused a division I know, some people said if we’re talking feminism, it’s a not women’s party it’s a feminist party therefore if a man considers himself a feminist then he should be able to, and men did come, in fact there were some groups I remember which included men, now ultimately it didn’t really matter we weren’t running for office so it didn’t really matter but I think there some women felt that there should not have been any men present and others felt that yes if a man wants to be part of a feminist movement since we at that time were developing theory we were developing practice around many issues, not only women’s issues so that was yeah…

BB: During all this time at OISE did you continue to participate in other sort of groups like you talked about the Toronto Women’s Caucus?

FF: No, the Women’s Caucus I left because at that point, once I started teaching at OCA that took over and don’t forget and then I became a single mother with two kids so I was busy but we still continued with groups not big ones, one of the groups that we started with actually Angela Miles and Pam Harris were very central in beginning was called Wages for Housework and that was a very interesting group and I knew very little about that but somebody called, I think Pam called and said could we have a meeting at my house and I said sure, I mean that was the thing, it was all so interesting and so we didn’t have obstacles around each thing so we began to find that, that was a very interesting movement, so there was that, there were conferences, feminist conferences, regularly and those were really quite marvelous so many things were going on, but if you’re thinking of really a major party or something no

BB: What other events or sort of in the 80s we get into the issues around the Constitution things like that…

FF: Right, right we were involved in that, and once again, we were very fortunate because OISE at that time just let us book space so if the Constitution group wanted to have a big meeting or really more than a meeting or conference almost or one day we would book the space so we were involved in many ways and we were all good buddies  we all knew each other at this point, in the women’s movement and there was another big group that drew a lot of women was called WAVAW – Women Against Violence Against Women and that was an international movement it started in the States and then it came here I remember Mary was involved in that, Mary O’Brian, so many of us saw each other at work, we saw us at these movements, at meetings, and WAVAW was a very, very big drawing card because at that time it was really you know the whole issue violence against women whether it was wife battering or whether it was rape or sexual harassment was beginning to really and there were women’s shelters by this point this is the 1980s there were women’s shelters, rape crisis centres, women’s, what do you call it, wendo, the self defense groups for women, I mean if you think almost every single area of life had some attachment by feminists. So if you were a teacher you were involved with other teachers in developing curriculum, in changing school structures and so on and so on, if you were in health; the women’s health movement was enormous, if you were a social worker or someone who worked with women’s groups, then rape crisis centres and women’s shelters if you can think that each and of course in the universities you had all the disciplines being affected so it was an enormously rich, varied and in a sense enriching, you know synergistic aspect of it was so great because everywhere you turned. And then things changed you had also divisions beginning with I think women of colour feeling they were not well represented, that they felt it was a white women’s movement and some of that which I totally disagreed with, but you know.

BB: Did that, how did that play out?

FF: It played out in women’s studies, well it played out because first of all writings were emerging which were critical of the women’s movement, the feminist movement in North America and it was seen as a white, middle class movement and I remember students would come in from the courses and some of that was continued on into teaching and definitely not everybody depended who was teaching the courses in some cases you had people who were more familiar with feminist theory and others who weren’t so many just took whatever the latest debate was without realizing and I remember students  would come in from York or wherever they were studying, U of T and they would say, what do you have on the white women’s movement? I thought they meant South Africa, I didn’t know what they were talking about. They said oh you know, the white women’s movement, so I would say look does accuracy matter to you? So they would say, yes and I would say lets look at some of the publications that came out in 1978 and see whether in fact it’s only a white women’s movement, and then I would take out the work of Audre Lourde by bell hooks and so on and so on and so on and its true I mean changes can take place but it wasn’t a white women’s movement that excluded it really wasn’t so that became a very divisive and of course at that time post-modernism comes in as a theory and of course that destroys everything as far as I’m concerned

BB: (Laughs) We can agree on that point

FF: I mean yeah, clearly they’ve done very well, I think it’s coming to a bit of a decline but I’m not sure. So these are all the things that at a certain point in the 80s it was hard to imagine that the world had ever been without feminism because everywhere you turned; women and the environment, women for peace, I mean the number of groups, national groups; you had NAC

BB: Did you have any relationship with NAC?


FF: Not formal but we all belonged we joined, we were there, we went to the conferences, I mean don’t forget I was a paid feminist I was earning my living as a feminist, doing you know what I wanted to do, no one told me how to run the centre and it became a hub of such activity, with people literally all over the world you know who came by not just to be at the centre but if they were students studying from abroad they would feel themselves a part of the centre and it was a very social place too and the students relationships with each other was very deep and in many cases ongoing, really life-long friendships were developed then so it was a revolution, there is no doubt and you can’t say the same now unfortunately (laughs)

BB: I was going to ask, you’re talking about the feeling of sisterhood, of closeness, ‘the hub’, that sort of energy, where do, what changed?

FF: I don’t know, we talk about it often, but we don’t really know when or how it changed. Partly I think, post-modernism played a role certainly in the academic world so that you had, what was once the essence of feminism, which sisterhood, which was a sense that, we weren’t stupid we knew Jackie Kennedy and her maid weren’t the same lives, but we still said that, we are women and in a sense whether you’re a maid or you’re the mistress of the house, in a certain way you’re in the world together, and they said that was essentialism. And Mary’s book which is called The Politics of Reproduction, I don’t know if you’ve seen it, brilliant book, says you know we are born women, it is a reality, you can’t, and that means something, it isn’t all constructed, it does, anyway. That changed and then you had the divisions between the arts and you had women of colour feeling that they were not, they were critical of the white women’s movement, and then Jewish feminists, of whom I count myself, also felt that anti-Semitism became an issue and its still although there are many, many Jewish feminists it was something, and we had a huge conference Jewish women’s conference at OISE and I was one of the organizers, once again because I was in a position, it was very easy for me to do that and I was very glad to do that

BB: I haven’t heard anything about this, this Jewish critique of the feminist movement, can you talk a little bit about that?

FF: Well it wasn’t that different, yeah in a certain sense that also Jewish women felt that they were sort of left out and that anti-Semitism, that feminists might have been a little bit soft on anti-Semitism, that it wasn’t an issue that was taken up with great passion, and so on, I think Jewish wanted to emerge also as Jews, Jewish feminism is interesting because it really isn’t as much in opposition to women’s movement as say, I don’t think we felt we were as hard done by as women of colour, at the same time we ourselves as a distinct group because we did have to deal with certain things for example, observant Jewish feminists who wanted to, who were working on changing religious ritual, this is something that only Jewish women can do right? But there was also a sense that for instance I remember one Jewish feminist scholar took issue with the whole way that the Jewish patriarchy is described, in other words it’s as if Jesus was a feminist and he was in a context of these Pharisees who were all Jewish men, and she said you know Jesus came from somewhere, he didn’t just come from heaven so you know, he must have, there must have been some movement within Judaism but its as though, I don’t think it lasted forever this little…but it was an interesting critique because it was what’s her name? I’ve got all these names upstairs in my bookcase, my facility for names is sort of disappearing so she said it’s very important, not to vilify [phone rings] 

I think there was a sense that Jewish feminists were not really understood in that they were considered white women, not all of them were but most of them certainly are white women, so there was that sense. But I think that also when women of colour began to say that they felt this, I guess Jewish women began to look around, unfortunately these things are sort of contagious and so that was, but the thing that is very positive about that is that so many new things have developed in Jewish feminism for example and also I would say women of colour feminism, in other words the specificity of one’s group has emerged so that there’s now Jewish women’s history which was neglected beyond I mean, really I don’t think anybody knew there was such a thing, has now become a very rich field and even if you take let’s say tragedies or catastrophes like the holocaust there are now a number of books that have come out on Jewish women and the holocaust, in other words, how did that differ? So that specificity within a particular group and so that if you look at Jewish feminism now it’s a very, very rich area from women in literature, history,  sociology, ritual, there is really no area that hasn’t been, and that’s the thing that one can say about feminism even today when its not at its highest point, is that it has touched every area of life, and literature and history in other words the world will never be the same again, and I wish it was still as strong as it was then but it has been in a sense unalterable, those changes will never disappear. Now I’ve had these arguments with people, because when we were at the height of feminism, I remember people who were then very active, Dale Spender for example who wrote a book a week, she said we have to be very careful because earlier stages of feminism, the twenties and earlier, disappeared, we can’t let that happen, oh, I said that will never happen now, I said, we’ve got all these institutions, and we have this publishing and the infrastructure is there, how can it possibly, she said, well, we’ve got to watch it. She’s right and I’m right. In a sense, the life of the movement, that kind of elixir almost, where we feel intoxicated, and we felt, it was such a, the radical feminist theory, which was what I was closest too, we felt that feminism was a transformation of society, it wasn’t merely issues which are very important and we dealt with issues, like abortion and rape and childcare, I mean all the things that you know and I know, and those were necessary, but that wasn’t the whole story, the whole story was that it was a challenge to the hierarchical world, the patriarchal world, the world of means and ends, and it was a major challenge to the social world and that I think now has really receded so what you have left is issue oriented feminism, its like trade unions in a way, instead of socialism, yeah, in other words you have, you still have some of the, and I should say this very quickly, I think that’s true more for what we have now, but its not true of third world countries and developing countries where feminism has been very strong and sustaining to women and thanks to Angela Miles there’s an institute at OISE every summer called the Human Rights Institute and people, women come from the South where let’s see, Costa Rica was the just last one, Nepal, and they give a six week course on the work, the activists of feminists from that part of the world and its very inspiring, its much, much more than we’re doing, so its receded here, yet it still has a life there, I shouldn’t say ‘still’ it has a life.

BB: I want to go back a little bit to your early life and one of the questions that I ask is when do you remember and this is just to give context again because I think a lot of young women forget what it was like, or never, don’t know, or do you remember early moments of gender discrimination or being, becoming aware of a need for feminism, outside maybe of the intellectual…?

FF: Yeah, you mean when I was a teenager or something like that?


BB: Sure

FF: I don’t know, I tell you, I went to a, I was born in Europe during the war so I had a different childhood, I was in Switzerland, which meant we saved our lives, we were very lucky and my memoir is finished but I’m having trouble with the publisher, they’re not acting the way they should but anyway

BB: Standby for the memoir


FF: Yeah, yeah, I write about all that, but so my childhood was somewhat different from a traditional childhood, what I do remember, and then when we came to America my parents and I, I went to very, very good schools in Boston, I didn’t like Boston and I was very unhappy but they were very good schools, and I figured now, I would have been unhappy anyway so at least this way I got a good education, so I went to a school called Girls Latin School, from the seventh to the 11th grade and that was a very rigorous intellectually demanding school and it was gender segregated, it was a girl’s school and the schools in Boston at that time, in the city of Boston were single sex schools, okay so that was one, so you went to school with girls and the expectations were very high, it was not that we were all going to get married, the idea was that we were all going to go to college, and some of them went to Radcliffe an Wellesley and some of them went to Boston U, you know, not everyone went to Radcliffe, but the idea was that there were no limits intellectually, and in addition to that I went to Hebrew High School which was integrated it was boys and girls but once again, no gender discrimination that I ever saw because we studied the very difficult texts, just the way the boys did, and there was no sense that we were just there to catch a man or get some lousy secretarial job and then we’ll have children, I mean that was never the expectation, so in that sense it was kind of an anomaly to go to two schools that were so in that sense gender inclusive at the very least. The one thing I remember in Girl’s Latin School we were taught how to write a letter and you were supposed to sign it Mrs. John Smith if you were married (laughs) and here were all these teachers who were not married, in those days you could not teach in the Boston School System if you were married so you had to be either a spinster or a widow, I don’t think a divorced woman could even get a job I’m not sure about that but anyway, I used to think well why would I take someone’s name? My name isn’t John and Mrs. and I remember that was sort of my little consciousness moment of realizing that I don’t want to lose my name and of course when I got married I never called myself Mrs. blah blah blah but I did take his last name, so I would use my first name and his last but I would never sign and Mrs. no, no, no, that was unthinkable. So and then I went to college in the States, in New York where, no, I have to say it wasn’t, but now that I look back I see what of course what I did the expectation was that on top of going to school and on top of all that I would of course take care of a house and it never occurred to me to expect to really share, to share

BB: To share the workload

FF: No, and when my children were born, very, very little work was shared, I mean nowadays it’s expected, my son for instance he diapered the children and all that, he woke up with them in the night and all that, and its not that my ex-husband was negligent or that he was particularly indifferent, I mean for his, that’s what they did right and, and I don’t think, I was, no I wasn’t ahead of my time at all, believe me (laughs). I came late unfortunately, I didn’t really think that these were the things that I was entitled to and so unfortunately yeah I was blind for a long time. 

BB: When you started to get involved and active in feminism particularly, how did the people around you react to your feminism? Or you can say activism if you’re more comfortable…

FF: Yeah, um, well it depends some of my very, very good friends found me really grating, found me really shrill and not, and of course my marriage ended too (laughs), but I did not really feel that I was suffering, in other words, by the time I became a real feminist, all my other friends were feminists at that point and my work was integrated with my politics and with my friendships and so there was no, there was not such a thing, I mean I remember people were critical of me who didn’t know me that well or something like that but I never felt a lack because there was such a richness in my life and even here living next to Rusty so Rusty’s teaching women’s studies right, Angela, all my friends…

BB: And your family?

FF: Not bad, they didn’t embrace it with great passion, well first all my ex didn’t, I mean for a while he joined a men’s group which I found out was just complaining about women, it wasn’t anything that was; they weren’t trying to change the world. I was lucky because I lived here and my job, so in other words, I wasn’t the lonely voice in the desert at all. I was part of a very cohesive group and a community, and I really did feel it was a community, it wasn’t just friends, I mean now, I think I have friends who are feminists and we still perceive the world but at that time I really felt what it is when people feel community so when you say how did people react, my children I don’t think were crazy about it, my daughter went to an alternative school that was staffed by all feminists, if a male teacher even had a thought that he was authoritarian or anything that was, so you know she was, she I think embraced it more, but she also wasn’t a burning, burning feminist, my son, I think, he’s still kind of critical, he’s a humanist or socialist, he really thinks feminism is too limiting, but I think its because he’s not really read in it, he never really did read very much

BB: When did you – and this is sort of going back to the divisions that you were talking about – when did you experience frustration working as a feminist?

FF: Yeah, that’s a good question. I don’t know if I felt it as a feminist, or if I felt it sometimes I think as a Jew I felt it. I felt that some of the feminists were not acting as feminists when it came to a lot of it focused on Israel of course as you might imagine, so I remember we were at a conference 1984 which was Lebanon or ’82, so right while we were, it was an international women’s conference and there were a number of women from Israel and from all over,  and they were, this was literally the invasion of Lebanon by Israel and it became very, very divisive and very painful and there was one woman, her name was Marilyn Sofia, she was an editor of one of the journals, very active feminists in Haifa and she tried to sort of contextualize what was happening and so on, and there was a woman from France who said Israel is already isolated we can’t continue to and the Israelis felt very, very, very much under attack. And before that, a few years before that, Ms. had an interesting article on anti-Semitism and my cousin, who happens to be in the woman’s health collective in Boston was in Denmark at that conference, I think it was in Copenhagen and she remembers also the anti-Semitism that she felt. Now the anti-Semitism, its not that they’re saying Jews should be gassed, but the anti-Semitism is couched in the anti-Israel language, very, very strong, very strong anti-Israel so these were all the, but since then some very good books have come out so I mean one isn’t any longer isolated as a Jewish feminist but if I was in a group where lets say Israel was attacked without in a way that I thought was anti-Semitic rather than pro-Palestinian I couldn’t, I wasn’t just going to keep quiet, you know, I felt the need to speak up, but you have, you know OISE we came to some very difficult times because there were a number of women who were women of colour in Sociology and so on and they are very, very, very denying of Israel, you know, and its hard. Now there are Jewish women who are on their side too, its not as if, its not just a straight them and us, there are among Jewish women people who also believe that, I happen not to be one of them so, that’s kind of made it hard, but that’s true of the Left in general you see it isn’t just, it’s not just the women’s movement that suffered that kind of loss of integrity and I’m using it in a radical sense of a holding together, I think that is true of certainly Left groups, you must know that

BB: I think that’s true. It’s been said of this movement, the ‘white women’s movement’ that it did a poor job of integrating difference in general – 

FF: See I think that is a lie. You know really all one needs is a few days to look at the literature and the interesting thing is would any of these people, if you ever go to the male Left, do you ever hear criticism, no it doesn’t come up even, its in the women’s movement because the space exists which is one of the big themes of the women’s movement, space was made for women to be able to talk about this. I mean, in other groups, the NDP didn’t have black men, or men of colour saying we feel left out, you didn’t integrate us properly, or the Troskyist groups, it happened in the women’s group as much, and I’m not saying women didn’t feel it, of course they did, but there existed the possibility to discuss that, its not discussed anywhere else. So you have to be a little bit critical of why there only? Not only there because its there, its there because there one can speak and I think that has to be recognized, that’s not just a detail, that is really very important. But I think that I’m sure there is room always, I think certainly as Jewish woman I might feel I wish there had been, for instance, I’ll give you an example, International Women’s Day used to be celebrated every year but in addition to that another annual event, first International Women’s Day is always on a Saturday which means that observant Jewish women are not going to participate. Okay. But let’s leave that for a minute there are not that many. But they would also have a Take Back the Night which was sponsored by the rape crisis centre and one of them was on the eve of the holiest Jewish holiday; Yom Kippur. So what they are saying there is, we don’t care if the Jewish women come and if you’re observant that’s just too bad, and this is big, its like having a demonstration on Christmas Eve, you don’t have to think about baby Jesus to know that you’re going to be at home, with your family, its not a day that you’re going to go out demonstrating against rape so and the same thing with this day. So they had to be educated, you know, so you sort of hope that they would be a little bit more sensitive and we would say, why don’t you look at the calendar, every calendar that you buy now, you can buy one from the States if the Canadians don’t have it and find out when those holidays are and try not to schedule something if you want Jewish women to come, if you don’t care than it doesn’t matter. So those kinds of things were…I’m answering your question or I’m posing another one? I don’t know how that all came up? (Phone rings) We were talking about sort of the…?

BB: Sort of the ‘lie’ of integrating difference or not…

FF: I actually think the women’s movement has been, has integrated more than any other, I mean nobody said anything about the Left not really recognizing women I mean for years, the line of feminism is bourgeois and all that kind of stuff, I mean really women were very, I mean women who were socialist they realized this in the early literature, they realized you know and in the sixties if you read the literature of women in the sixties, how men how the best position for women is…

BB: In the kitchen 

FF: Yes, so I think there is more solidarity, more sisterhood and more connection of women across the world and that is literally true than I think any other movement can possibly claim that. So I mean that’s my perspective, I mean I’m certainly will to show people, we can examine what’s out there. 

BB: Some of the stuff that I touch on at the end is what jumping to today, what do you think are the critical issues that continue to face Canadian women? 

FF: Well I think visibility as feminists. In other words, there was a time when Canadian women knew that there was a feminist movement and I think that it was an enormously empowering era for them, whether it was work, whether it was in the family or in education, there was a sense that you were part of something very, very important. And I don’t think young women are experiencing that today and also given my age I look at lets say the advertisement, all that work that went into saying women are not sex objects there just to be leered at. That’s gone, it’s finished. So I guess, I don’t think of it so much in terms issues, as I do what I would want to see, what I would hope, what I would wish for to be to have a re-emergence of a vital movement which then has manifestations and then spreads out to all these things otherwise what you have are just issues which you know are not, once again we talked about that earlier, not that they are not important, but its not the same thing so what I would want in my heart’s desire would be to have a movement again which I think would influence every aspect of life and I think other things would be influenced by that rather than the other way around. 

BB: What advice do you have for young women?

FF: Oh god (laughs). Well first of all my advice would be for them to familiarize themselves with a history of women and the women’s movement and the feminist movement and not to because I think if they knew it their lives would be so enriched and I have friends who are teaching the earlier works of the feminist movement, beginning with the seventies instead of just jumping into post-modernism, and they find that the younger women who have not been exposed to that are finding it so fresh and so fascinating and so enlivening and so inspiring. I mean those early documents they’re magnificent so my wish would be for younger women to not take the latest level but to move to lower levels to earlier levels and to deepen their knowledge of women’s history because without it, otherwise you are just living a very shallow life, without some history you really, you can’t have a politics and without it, what do you do? You go from pillow to post, you’re hurled through life and I guess just to be conscious; we used to ask, without embarrassment, and now people are embarrassed to ask it, what does it mean for women? You’d look at something and you’d say, let’s see what does this mean for women? Well no one is asking that anymore and so it would be not to narrow people’s world view but to see it through feminism which I think is the most revolutionary movement of the 20th century, we’ll see what happens here now. 

BB: What do you think are some of your greatest achievements?

FF: Well I think the women’s centre itself at OISE and I think the Kids Can for a while I also did a book on Yiddish women writers, translated and edited and so on and that I think that was, people didn’t, they were amazed that there was such a thing in the world as a Yiddish women writer. They know all the great Yiddish writers who were men and they are, they are very, very good but there are also women. And they realized that when you read a woman, she writes about her experience in a way that no man can write, I mean it’s an obvious fact, but people, and there are still people today who say, I don’t care if it’s a woman or a man as long as it’s good. Well, I don’t know what the assumption is there; we’d better not go to deep. So that would be one of the things and I think just my association with, having been I feel very fortunate to have lived in this time to have lived at a time when I could express myself as a feminist and I had the support and the love of so many, like-minded sisters and that really enriched my life tremendously, so I think what I’m trying to say is that when you say achievements, its important to think that the context is so important because there are never achievements in isolation, its an achievement because one is living in a particular time and in a particular context. 

BB: Okay. Do have anything you want to add to this?

FF: No …



