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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Notes and transcript of the interview with Emma Kivisild, Vancouver, 8 and 13 March 2009 by Barbara M. Freeman. 

During this interview, my digital audio recorder failed to operate, so I took notes by hand. The following are those notes. I interviewed  her again 13 March 2009 over the telephone, recording on a cassette tape recorder. This recorded interview was later copied as a digital recording onto an MP3 file.  The two interviews should be treated as one as she agreed on the phone that the interview release form she signed 8 March 2009 would apply to both interviews. Here are the notes from the first interview, 8 March to go with the tape for the archives. It fills in a few of the biographical and other details in these notes. A transcript of the 13 March interview follows.
Emma Kivisild was born in Vancouver in 1961.  Her father had a Ph.D. in engineering,  and her mother had a PhD. in linguistics. Because of her father’s profession, the family traveled when she was a child.  She lived in Taiwan, Toronto, and Calgary.  While a young woman living in Calgary, she discovered feminism and the punk arts scene.  She majored in arts at  a university in New Jersey).  She returned to Calgary and wrote for a publication called City Limits.  She attended a lecture on feminism for the paper one day and "the scales fell from my eyes."  She became a radical feminist. 

She moved to Vancouver with some friends in the early 1980s where she found feminists dealing with a number of different issues, rather than a few, as was the case in Calgary. She remembers the rift between Rape Relief and Women Against Violence Against Women. She got involved in the International Women’s Day organizing committee, where she got to know a number of feminists and became familiar with the politics of the time, including radical feminists lining up against socialist feminists who identified as Trotskyites. She joined Kinesis after it received a $600 grant to support training her for a while. She learned layout and other skills. Claudia MacDonald (sp?) and Cole Dudley were also hired on grants at the same time. She remembers learning a lot from Patty Gibson, the editor, who had previously worked with Canadian University Press, a news agency for campus newspapers, and at Upstream, a feminist newspaper in Ottawa. Most of the Kinesis volunteers worked in the layout room, and did not usually attend collective meetings, although they were welcome there. Emma was younger than a lot of the other feminists at Kinesis, and grew impatient with the way she felt that they held back on lesbian discussion and content for the paper because they were afraid of making the straight women on the collective feel that they were taking over.  She felt that they as lesbians should “acknowledge our existence.” She was coming out as a lesbian at the time, and, as a young woman into the punk arts scene, who often wore a skirt, she did not identify as lesbian in the same way as the older generation, who still tended to view shirts and jeans as the preferred dress for lesbians because they had been forced to wear skirts in the 1950s. She grew up wearing pants. She recalled the Kinesis collective being very patient with her and her outspoken opinions; in fact she did not recall much debate about anything on the collective at the time.  She wanted Kinesis to reflect more of the diversity of the lesbian community. She was still hanging out with punks as well as lesbian feminists. Those of her generation wanted to “buck the system” and challenge assumptions about lesbian sexuality, such as the fluidity of sexuality, which should be considered acceptable, she thought.

She attended the 1983 Feminist Periodicals conference. She became editor of Kinesis  (1984-1986) when Patty Gibson got burned out and left.  Emma was only 22 at the time. Her salary was about $1,500 a month, paid by Vancouver Status of Women,  the publisher of Kinesis. She was interested in peace issues, but not in lesbian motherhood until she started dating a woman who was a parent. “There weren’t a lot of radical punk mothers around at the time.” On sexuality:  “We never dealt with sexual issues at Kinesis the way it was going on around us. It was too scary” because women were trying to tell each other what to do. It could be very vindictive. The worse thing you could do was to tell someone that she was male-identified, or not feminist enough” in the way she regarded relationships between women; for example, butch-femme relationships, and sadomasochism.  She said such political splits could be painful among lesbian feminists, because they were “the only community that you cared about” and offered a haven from an anti-gay outside world. “To be excommunicated was serious business.” Emma did not want to take sides. It was very frightening to say anything in the collective – no one was talking about the disagreements over sex going on in the lesbian community. No one was “out” at Kinesis as an S&M practitioner, even though there was lots of experimenting going on. She got involved with a woman who was into the practice, and found it to be a very secret society. “They liked it that way,” she thinks because of the excitement. It was considered dangerously edgy until it became more accepted. “Your sexuality was associated with your politics and you really cared.”  (Emma did not say, and I did not ask, if she herself practiced S&M with this woman. I feel this is kind of personal information should be used only if it is volunteered.) In 1985, as editor of Kinesis, she attended the international feminist conference in Nairobi.) After editing Kinesis for two years, she left in 1986. She said there was an attempt to form a feminist journalists’ caucus in Vancouver but there were too many political differences between liberal and more left-wing journalists for it to work.  

After she left Kinesis, she got involved in Vancouver Co-op Radio, with a feminist program. Regarding her time as a member of the feminist group Kiss & Tell, she adopted the name Lizard Jones, because she never told her parents she was in the group. It would not have been a religious issue for them, as they were secular, even "aggressively atheist,” as was she, but they already had problems with her left-wing politics, given that they had fled the communist regime in Estonia. Kiss & Tell mounted a photo exhibition on lesbian sexuality in 1988 called Drawling the Line, with Emma as one of the models along with Persimmon Blackbridge.  At this exhibit, visitors  were invited to draw a line near the photograph they felt went too far in its depiction of love making.  It surprised her that they actually wrote a lot of comments all over the walls near the photographs.  At the time she said lesbians were invisible and it "blew my mind" that the mainstream media did not seem to be interested, beyond feminist publications such as Kinesis.  As others have interviewed her about her role in Kiss & Tell, and I wanted to focus on her time at Kinesis, we did not discuss it further, although it is mentioned in the recorded part of the interview. Right now, spring 2009, she is making plans to take a doctorate, even though she suffers from multiple sclerosis and will be using a motorized scooter around the campus. 

Interviewer: Barbara Freeman

Interviewed: Emma Kivisild, Vancouver

Recording Date: March 13, 2009

Runs: 1:18:42

Freeman: This is an interview with Emma Kivisild on the 13th of March and this interview will cover the release form that you signed on the 8th of March, is that okay with you?

Kivisild: That is fine with me.

Freeman: Okay then.

Kivisild: The continuation, yes.

Freeman: The continuation, or maybe we should just start where we began and pretend we didn’t do any kind of pre-interview at all. (Laughs.)

Kivisild: Okay.

Freeman: You’re an old radio pro, you know how this works, right? Alright.

Kivisild: Pro might be — but yes, I am an old radio something.

Freeman: Alright. Alright, well I’ve got my list of questions here that I gave you originally, and so let’s just talk a little bit about your biography: where you were born and who your parents were and so on.

Kivisild: Okay, um, well, I was born in Vancouver. My parents are from Estonia, um they came as refugees to Canada in about 1950. They left Estonia in 1944, which a lot of Estonians did. Um Soviet occupation, 1944. So, um, anyway, my father was an engineer, I was born in Vancouver, we moved to Taiwan to, um, for him to work for the U.N. doing engineering things and, um, then we moved to Toronto, then we moved to Calgary, and then I went to university — I went to university at Princeton in the United States, um, and then came back to Calgary trying to figure out what to do with my life in that way. So that was around 1981, I went back to Calgary and in the end moved to Vancouver in 1982. In 1981, in Calgary, I discovered um feminism. I was looking for artists and I found feminist artists, which was handy and I discovered politics and moved to Vancouver in 1982 with all my friends from Calgary who were moving to Vancouver, ultimately because one of us was having a baby and wanted to — the situation for midwifery was a lot better here than in Calgary. But it’s very different in Vancouver than Calgary, so.

Freeman: How was that different for you?

Kivisild: Well, it was very surprising to me, um, I was, you know, still very new to politics and I was very — in Calgary, where the alternative community was very small and therefore supported each other, you know, feminists supported artists supported, um, supported Central American activists supported — everyone supported each other. And, um,you know,  it was kind of the only way we could get enough people at a demonstration. But, so I was amazed when I came to Vancouver that not only was, were the, you know, if someone was a union activist they were not necessarily a feminist and even if they were a feminist union activist they were not necessarily supportive of feminists who were working on violence against women, that the community was so fragmented. That was very surprising to me, and it was just because there was enough people here to have, you could choose your interest, um, and really, everyone came together on International Women’s Day and other than that they were working on their own particular things. I was very surprised. Um, very early on I had been going to be a writer, um, I was a writer, I guess I should say that. You know what I did in Calgary before, this is just, I’ll just tell you this. In Calgary, um, you know, I was going along, I was being a writer, I wrote a shopping column.

Freeman: Did you?

Kivisild: I did. It was called “Shopping Around.”

Freeman: With which paper?

Kivisild: It was in this magazine called Key to Calgary. You would go to your hotel room in Calgary and Key to Calgary would be in your night table, you know, and it would tell — Key to Calgary would, sometimes it would tell you about the art exhibits that were in, you know, I wrote those, too, I wrote different things, but “Shopping Around” was in every issue of Key to Calgary. I didn’t actually select, see this was my early introduction to advertising, I didn’t actually select the stores that I wrote about. I got, I, it was basically places that advertised in Key to Calgary or that they were trying to get ads from. Then I went around and I interviewed them, and then they really — people liked my shopping column. They were very, I was very, I, well, I was young and I was really interested in doing well, so I was a very conscientious shopping column reporter. Anyway, that was my thing that I did in Calgary, I wrote other things in Calgary but that was my regular gig.

Freeman: Well, when you were in Calgary and you were introduced to feminism, and I think you told me the other day you went to an International Women’s Day meeting, or something like that in Calgary.

Kivisild: It was, it was a series that, some feminists had organized in Calgary, it was called “Feminists’ Town Hall” and it was a series of speakers, um, which, I had no idea, I was working, um, I had volunteered for this alternative newspaper in Calgary called City Limits, um, that, you know, now people look back and say, ‘Oh, City Limits that was incredible.’ It was kind of an incredible little paper that came out of Calgary and it came out of this group called the Calgary International Artists’ Contact Centre that was, it was artists, it was political artists, which, um, so they put out this publication, City Limits, and, um, I wanted to write for City Limits and they sent me off to review this speaker at the Feminists’ Town Hall who was talking, I think, you know, I’ve been wondering about that, I think her name was Bonnie Agnew,  I’m not sure. But, um, she was talking about violence against women. It was really pretty straight ahead. She was from Vancouver, I think, and anyway, yeah, it was like the scales fell from my eyes. It was like, oh my god. And I discovered, I discovered feminism, I discovered, I discovered feminism, it was absolutely incredible and then I couldn’t get enough of it. I read everything that came across my path and that people put in front of me. I read Shulamith Firestone, I read all those, Susan Brownmiller, I read a lot of really basic feminist books.

Freeman: Like Kate Millett, Robin Brown, those people, Robin Morgan, I mean. Those people?

Kivisild: Yeah, yeah. And we brought, because by the end of that, I mean I was just, ‘Oh, my god, how do I get involved with this feminists’ town hall thing,’ so ultimately, I got involved with it. I got involved with organizing with that group. I mean, I couldn’t believe that every single woman in the world didn’t want to come to our feminist town hall thing. Um, and we had a night march at a, at kind of the end of that whole series. And Andrea Dworkin came and gave a — spoke at the university and then also spoke at the rally at the beginning of the night march, and, um, it was absolutely mind-blowing for me. And I read everything by Andrea Dworkin, I read everything.

Freeman: Well, that’s interesting that you read Dworkin considering your, your later career, but we’ll get to that, I guess. Um, so you came to, uh, Vancouver after that, and roughly how old — what year were you born again, Emma?

Kivisild: I was born in ’61. I came to Vancouver, um, you know, I had gone to university very young, so I finished university very young, so when I came to Vancouver it was ’82 and I was 21. So yeah, I was young, with all of the attendant things, so, um, and I was going to be a writer, so I got connected — I mean, there was a feminist newspaper in Vancouver, you can imagine. I mean, I was just blown away. There was feminist newspaper. I could work as a writer at a feminist newspaper and, um, I got a job at Kinesis, they had a grant position open, so I worked at Kinesis and then eventually I ended up being the editor of Kinesis but it was really, it was things incredibly — things falling in place incredibly for me. I didn’t realize at that time what an amazing opportunity that was. Like that, you know, not every city in Canada let alone in the world had an ongoing feminist publication and the politics at Kinesis were, it was, it was, anyway, it was a very, very committed group of women doing very amazing things. And it was connected to the Vancouver Status of Women so it was really, everyone who was involved in Kinesis was — not everyone but mostly, was involved in the women’s movement in a very grassroots way, um, but we were connected to this feminist organization, so we knew what was going on in a broader picture, like we had, you know, when I was talking about the fragmentation of the women’s community in Vancouver — well it wasn’t really fragmentation, I just felt like it was fragmentation, but, um, the VSW, Vancouver Status of Women, was a broad-based  feminist organization so it was not like then I was working at a paper that came out of, ahh, out of an ending violence against women organization, or, you know, like, VSW did everything, just like I had been taught in Calgary. So, they did everything. They supported, you know, they supported a really, a really fundamental, um, vision of feminism, which was that it’s about choice and you know, like that.

Freeman: Now when you went to Kinesis, what was your particular view of feminism? How did you see it for you?

Kivisild: At that time, I, at that time and probably still now, um, I thought, I thought of myself, I would say if I was going to articulate it, as a radical feminist. I think I thought of feminism as, um, the fundamental, the fundamental struggle, you know. As opposed to people who perhaps think of wage, wages or employment issues as the fundamental struggle. I saw, I saw feminism as, if you’re going to be concerned about the environment, ultimately you’re concerned about feminism, if you’re going to be concerned about workers’ rights, ultimately what you’re concerned about is feminism. So, I think that I really saw it as the most important struggle of all the struggles, but, um.

Freeman: So you wouldn’t have called yourself a Marxist-Leninist, for example, necessarily.

Kivisild: No, I certainly would not have called myself a Marxixt-Leninist. Um, my parents, my parents, uh, left the country of their, you know, they were both from families with written histories in Estonia going back a 1000 years. It was a big deal to leave. Um, and they left because of the Soviet occupation and it’s taken me a while to realize that the Soviet occupation really was as horrific as they thought it was? But anyway, they were extremely anti-Communist and it was something for me to realize that you could be, that you could, that there would be reasons to be a Communist or a socialist or, you know, I, and I did realize that, um, but I was always a little bit, at a little bit of an arm’s length from it. I thought it was a very beautiful political system but, very, you know, and I still do, that, really, ultimately, that’s where you have to be, and —

Freeman: Yeah, sorry, you mean you thought socialism might work in theory but not as your parents experienced it?
Kivisild: Not as my parents experienced it. I thought that it was really, that was really the only hope. And I do still, at that time there was, um, I mean, you know, I was in my early 20s and all I wanted to talk about was politics, that’s all I wanted to talk about, that’s all I talked to anyone about at any time, really, was politics, um, and I did, there were a lot of anarchist, anarchist feminists around and that was probably where I ended up, because I really thought that in, in terms of things that would be attached to feminism, anarchy was about flexibility. And, that was just really, that was gonna to be the most important thing. And, you know, I knew people who were anarcho-syndicalists and I knew people who were, um, and I think, and we were talking about this the other day, I think a lot of it had to do with, um, where my, like with a, a social, the social milieu of my world at that time. I think that was, you know, there was, it just had a lot to do about punk rock, it just had a lot to do with, it had a lot to do with music, and it had a lot to do with rebellion, it had a lot to do with fashion, it had a lot to do with what was going on in England at that time, which was, um, uh, there was just a, there was just a, a thing in England, I don’t even know how to — you know, punk and the new wave and all that stuff was going, England just seemed so much, so exciting.

Freeman: So you would have defined yourself, I suppose, as a radical punk feminist, would that be right?

Kivisild: Yeah, I think so. Um, you know, I think there’s lots, like, um, I certainly didn’t have as much to do with the punk movement as some people I knew, but, um, I knew those people, you know.

Freeman: Now you would have been quite different then, from some of the women you met at Kinesis who were older than you and became feminists at an earlier point, I should imagine.

Kivisild: Yes, um, and, you know, you know because I’m 48 now, and, um, I look, so I look back then on, you know, like I had, because I was there and I was working, and I had my friends who I was working with, and we were all working on Kinesis together, and they were really not (pause), you know, they just seemed, there were things that I said that they had trouble with, but on the whole, I mean, you know who those women were, they were not, you know, they were the rebels, they were the rebels of their, their 21-year-old selves were huge rebels, they knew exactly where I was coming from in some ways and in other ways thought I was ridiculous.

Freeman: Why is that? Maybe if you could explain, you know, what their politics were as compared to yours.

Kivisild: Well, they, I should say ‘they’ but there was a certain amount, there was a lot of, like especially musically, there had been this huge thing of women’s music that appeared, that was incredible to women, you know, Cris Williamson, Holly Near who was the other?

Freeman: Meg Christian?

Kivisild: Meg Christian, all that stuff. Um, so when I came into the women’s movement, that was entrenched, that was the music to rebel against. And in my life I was already rebelling against, I, music was an area, so I, you know, was a huge fan of the Clash, learning about the Slits, doing all that stuff, and that was the thing that was available for me to fight against. I have to say, I spent quite a bit of time making fun of that music. (Freeman chuckles). And um, and, so, it took me quite a while to understand that that had been a very important transform— like, that that had been an important thing that women did.

Freeman: To start their own music company and write feminist music?

Kivisild: Start their own music company, have musicians who sang about being lesbians, have audiences where, like fighting the idea of being, um, on stage, being, like just wearing plaid shirt and jeans on stage. It was absolutely incredible, but from my point of view it was just the generation before me, who cares. So, um, but I don’t think, and it may have been the particular women that I met a Kinesis, but I did not, I had my arguments with people about various things, but I never felt like it was an impossible, that I was being expelled, in any way.

Freeman: No. that they…
Kivisild: I felt like it was really an environment where there was a real acceptance of many kinds of feminism because that’s what we were about. We were all about, uh, learning that, you know, about different, different things and so I know that, um, yeah, because, and we were not a collective, um, we, you know we worked together, and there were women who were in.. but anyone, if you were in Vancouver and you wanted to come to a Kinesis story meeting you came to a Kinesis story meeting, it wasn’t like we had a, we were a group and you had to, you know, like get into it. So, we didn’t have, there was a much, there was a very big, um, emphasis on accepting everyone and learning from everyone and all that sort of stuff, and I don’t know, like I..., Patty Gibson who was the editor when I came, um, she came from, she came from CUP, Canadian University Press, she came from the student movement, the Canadian student movement, and she came from, and you might know, um, Upstream.

Freeman: Yes. Yes, I do.

Kivisild: So, um, she had a, she had a, she had a very, she didn’t have a feminist dogmatism. There was no dogmatism there. She came from a tradition of, um, everyone, everyone cares about the women’s movement, everyone has their things that they want to, you know, do, um, and I think that we quite possibly, we read a lot of stuff from the States, um, a lot of publications, because we had a publication exchange and we read all that stuff and so we—

Freeman: These were feminist periodicals, you mean?

Kivisild: Feminist periodicals, yeah. And, you know, we did periodical exchanges with, also with things that were not specifically feminist, but, um, yeah, so we had, we read a lot about things, that real conflict that went down in the States and I remember looking at them and thinking, it’s just I can’t really imagine them happening here, um.

Freeman: Sort of, in-fighting about feminist ideals?

Kivisild: In-fighting, and infighting, very dogmatic in-fighting. And, it’s not like, it’s not like we didn’t care a lot, but I think the Vancouver women’s community, just before I moved here, had been through the mother of all in-fighting, the RAVAW [stet] (laughs), the Rape Relief-WAVAW split. And, I was not present for any of that, but I heard about that and I certainly felt the repercussions of that.

Freeman: Now this was a split, just to clarify the record, between Rape Relief, uh, the crisis centre and Women Against Violence Against Women.

Kivisild: Yes, and Rape Relief, um…

Freeman: OK. We don’t really need to get into the history of that, I think.

Kivisild: Okay, okay, okay. It was about, yeah, it was about various things. It was about funding, it was about mending, it was about all sorts of things, but it was about very, very fundamental, uh, feminist ideas, that, so we had just been through that and I think, it’s quite possible that.. I was going to say that the Vancouver Status of Women had a, you know, link to one side or another, but in my experience we had women from both, we had women from both writing for the paper, involved in working for VSW and all that sort of stuff so I don’t know if somehow we managed to tread some sort of something, but I think we were leery of that.

Freeman: So, looking at Kinesis’s role in the feminist community, was its role to get all those different points of view out there or take one specific line on any given issue?

Kivisild: Well, that was, that was always the difficulty. I think we tried. I think the idea was that we would, that everyone would have a voice. I think there was a certain amount of, um.. well we tried to come up with, uh, you know, I used to crack this joke, um, because one of the things you have to do is write headlines, you know, you have to write those headlines, and people hand in their articles and they have, you know, either ridiculous headlines or no headline and you have to write the headline and the headline has to fit the space and na na na… And, we wrote a lot of those headlines and my joke still is that, you know, we would put the “towards a feminist analysis” and we would (write) “Pornography: Towards a feminist analysis,’ ‘Prostitution: Towards a feminist analysis’ because there were some things that we knew you couldn’t, you couldn’t come up with a definitive, you know, we didn’t have, we didn’t know, so, um, there was a lot of, ‘Towards a feminist analysis’ we did a lot of, ‘Toward a feminist analysis,’ um, but still we were trying really hard to come up with what we thought was a feminist analysis and I think, I think some, well, I know that sometimes people disagreed with what we said and I know that sometimes it seemed too hard and, you know.

Freeman: Well it can be, you know, it can get very intellectual and cerebral, but it also sort of, you know, pushes buttons, particularly issues like, for example, pornography or, you know, sexuality, that kind of thing. Now you were there between, I believe, 1984-86 as editor, is that correct?

Kivisild: Yes.

Freeman: And what were the hot-button issues while you were there? Was it the sexuality stuff?

Kivisild: Well, you know, because I’m looking back ot this now and I know that you’ve done, you’ve looked at, like, at the time when I was there, we were trying to deal with racism. Um, like a lot of that stuff that came out from the States, all the men are Black, all the women are — all the Blacks are men, all the men are Black (laughs), All the Blacks Are Men, All the Women Are White, Some Of Us Are Brave, remember that book?

Freeman: Yes.

Kivisild: Huge book. Um, Yours in Struggle, uh, there just, so there was a lot of stuff coming out of the States about, well out of everywhere, really, some out of Toronto, all this thing about, okay, let’s, let’s face the facts that we are kind of a White women’s movement. We looked around the Kinesis collective, surprise, surprise, not entirely, it was not an entirely white group but, um, so we did try to do, I remember when I was there we did try to do a supplement, um, looking at issues of race, we did stuff also about Native women, various things. Um, ah, you know, it, it was a start.

Freeman: Yeah, that’s right.

Kivisild: It was still very much coming from, it was, it wasn’t, it was coming from the White women, which I think is fine, um, but it was, you know, everyone was doing that, everyone was doing that angle, everyone was doing that, everyone was trying, because we didn’t know, like we were realizing, ‘Oh, my God, we have to, we have to change things.’ So that was a big one. And, um, the sexuality, the pornography and prostitution also, those were huge things, um,  and I know that for me, like in the, we were watching the collapse of, the collapse of groups around sexuality in particular, and the exclusion of women from the women’s movement because of their sexual practices or depending on the side, like, either, we sort of, we didn’t really, like we never entered the, in a big way, the sexuality debate.

Freeman: Hmm, that’s interesting because I came across a number of clippings in which people were, ah, arguing over, and this was a little later but it was also happening in the ’80s when you were there.

Kivisild: Well it was definitely happening in the ’80s but I felt like, I felt like I emerged from it unscathed, okay, but I felt like I thought it was…

Freeman: Can we back up a little bit, because maybe we should be a bit more specific about what we’re talking about. I was, I’m looking at clippings that are suddenly the whole issue of butch versus femme identity appears, ah, where people start talking about, ah, going to striptease shows, although that, there was one in Vancouver for a little while it disappeared, it came back later, that’s not so important for your era, but certainly butch and femme, and also the first discussion of, ah, S&M, those kinds of issues, and whether or not women can have feminist pornography and that kind of thing.

Kivisild: Yeah. And that sort of stuff, but it just, um, ah, it was a lot more heated a lot earlier on in the feminist publications from the States, and we were looking at it, um, but, yeah, maybe I just, cause I know, ah, cause we had this supplement format there for quite a while, I think Kinesis always kept that after, you know, I think the first supplement was before I was there but, so someone kept saying, we should do a supplement on S/M, and, you know, whatever, and I think I avoided it. Because I didn’t know how you would, well, because, yeah, we were the both sides of every story paper.

Freeman: Yes.

Kivisild: And, um, I think we didn’t know how, though for some things, you know, we didn’t, you know, like we didn’t have the Jewish women and the anti-Semites…both of them having equal voice.  We didn’t have that. Um, anyway.
Freeman: But you had people saying, ‘Butch and femme roles are okay,’ and other women saying, ‘No, no, no! That’s not feminist!’ You know, that’s patriarchal, et cetera, that kind of thing.

Kivisild: Yes, a little bit because, especially about the butch-femme. You really have to, like, um, the butch-femme was a huge, like a huge part of lesbian history. A big part of lesbian history, a big thing that, a big part of lesbian identity and history. Massive. Like, huge. And, so then the women’s movement looked at it and said, you know, you know, there’s something kind of screwy about what you’re calling butch and what you’re calling femme. You’re, you know, all this stuff and really took a very strong stand against, um, against that. And I think it took a while for women to say, you know, all that analysis might very well be true, but it’s also true that, that it’s a part of lesbian history and quite possibly there’s something to it, right? And that, you know, it was a dialectic, it was a dialectic.

Freeman: (Chuckles) Yes.

Kivisild: I was a philosophy major, you know. 
Freeman: Because…I didn’t...

Kivisild: Dialectic had a big impact on my life.

Freeman: It did, eh? Yeah. Yes, I’m just going to flip the tape over, okay? And, and then we’ll come back hang on just a sec. And while you’re waiting  I would like you to think about the whole S&M debate.

Kivisild: Okay, I feel that that didn’t really happen while I was at Kinesis.

Freeman: Okay, we’ll talk about it. Hang on a minute. … Okay because I was just thinking about some of the stuff we talked about, ah, the other day, when you were telling me that there were women who were involved in S&M but it wasn’t overtly discussed a lot. It was like a secret society.

Kivisild: It was a secret society. Um, and I was just thinking about that when you were flipping the tape over. I was thinking, wow if Barb found those clippings, it must have been in the paper somewhere and I’m thinking that, um, that there was a willingness to talk about it, but there was still enormous amounts of fear, like I don’t think that the women that were involved in S/M practices in Vancouver, very many of them were out of the closet as S/M practitioners. I think there were women who said it’s okay, but not women that said that’s what I do.

Freeman: Mm-hmm. And why would that be? Why would they hide that?

Kivisild: Because they had seen what happened. Um, because it’s, you have to, now I’m being a cultural analyst, but, you know—

Freeman: Or, what was your experience of it when you knew this was going on and yet people weren’t talking about it.

Kivisild: Well, I felt like things happened, and I hate to keep referring back to the States, but it really was, what happened in the States was women spoke out as S/M practitioners and they were ex-communicated, they were, they were eliminated from the feminist community. They were told they could not be feminists and that was that.

Freeman: And is that, and that was why, what was it about S&M that was not feminist?

Kivisild: Um, because, ah, well, you know, that’s a, that’s a, that’s a four-year discussion.

Freeman: Well, but briefly, what was the initial response?

Kivisild: Well I think that it was that it involved, ah, pleasure and pain together. It involved dominance and submission, and it involved all those things that, um, that men had used against women and so the analysis was that you could not use those things in a positive way ever, even if you were using them sexually. So, um, but you have to remember that, that all of these women were feminists and the feminist community was their community, was their world, was the most important, so, so it was really a big deal, like I, it was really a big deal. Now, if, I think things have changed, but at that time if you were a lesbian, if you were a lesbian you were by default a feminist, like you know. Like, you were a—

Freeman: At least in your community.

Kivisild: Yeah, you had to be, you had, this was where all your support was coming from, this was where the women’s dances were, this was where the newspaper was, this was everything. The music, the whole thing. And it was a whole world and to be told you couldn’t be part of that world was devastating.

Freeman: You know, because you were into S&M, you mean?

Kivisild: Yeah, and, and, and, like, I, I, feminism and sexual practice were very, very closely linked, you know, it was, were very, very linked together, and, um, you know I don’t think all, for everyone, but it was a community was very -, so I think for a lot of women who had done lots and lots of work as feminists and who were S/M practitioners, it was just the idea that they were going to be kicked out. It was, they couldn’t handle it. It was, you know, it was, they, so they stayed in the closet (both laugh) but were really experienced, you know, all of us grew up, you know, being in the closet and then came out, ‘Hooray, I’m a lesbian!’ and then had to go back in the closet again about some part of their life, you know. I think people underestimate how many of us are in the closet about how many things and, uh, and, you know, like there’s lots of things that people are in the closet about, just generally. I wrote a novel, oh, I’m going to send it to you. But, um, because, you know, and I think they called it out on the back cover of that thing, it was sort of realizing that, uh, when I was first reading about having multiple sclerosis and I was reading these things where people were saying,” well, you know, if you go on a date with someone how soon do you tell them that you have MS?” And it’s like, yeah, how soon do you tell them you have MS, how soon do you tell them you’re into S/M, how soon do you tell them you’ve been in prison, how soon do you tell them you can’t read? I mean, there’s a million things that  people are closeted about — and with good reason — so, so it was a very secret thing and so I, uh, yeah, it was a very secret thing and I’m not sure how visible it was at that time but obviously more visible than I remember it.

Freeman: Well there was discussion you know…

Kivisild: There was discussion…

Freeman: … as early as 1981, uh, there was a group in the States, they called themselves Samois, Samois came out with a book on S&M practice and, uh, from my own memory, it was anyone who was, first of all they wouldn’t admit that they were involved and only, I can’t even remember when people started showing up at conferences saying, ‘I’m into, you know, S&M,’ but it was very, very hush-hush because most of us were not and um...
Kivisild: And you never knew what was going to happen.

Freeman: And you never knew what was going to happen. There was a lot of anger around it on both sides, as I remember.

Kivisild: Yeah, anger is a mild way of putting it. (Freeman laughs) Um, and, even a long time later, a long time later, after um, because in ’88, um, yeah, I was part of a group, The Kiss & Tell, and we produced this show, this photo show called ‘Drawing The Line’ that had photos that went from, God, I can’t even remember, from less explicit to more explicit to milder to, you know.

Freeman: Everything from, everything from smooching to whips as I remember seeing the photos.

Kivisild: 
That’s it exactly. And the idea was that you would come to the show, the same models — Persimmon Blackbridge and myself — were in all the photos and you would come along and you would draw a line where you draw the line about sexual imagery, and in the end almost no one drew a line. Everyone wrote all over the walls and that was a kind of an amazing thing. But, um, so we came out with that show and we were very worried about what was going to happen. Still. That was ’88. We were really worried about what our community was going to say to us because we had S/M content. And, um, and at the same, at the same time, the magazine, the lesbian magazine, because we had a lesbian magazine in Vancouver also, Diversity, had this graphic. It was a stylized graphic of a woman whipping another woman. And that was just, for some reason, that just became the entire focus of all the, of all, of everything. There was huge controversy about that graphic. And our show just kind of slid under the radar. I feel like that’s my, that’s what will be on my tombstone, ‘She always slid under the radar.’

Freeman: (Laughs) I somehow doubt that.

Kivisild: But I don’t remember, and this might just be my selective memory, I don’t remember, I know all that stuff was going on, um, in the community and in all of the, everything that we were reading that came from elsewhere, and all sorts of stuff. I think there were even some conferences kind of about it, um, in Vancouver, but Kinesis never really, never — Kinesis just missed all that somehow.

Freeman: Yeah, now I do remember seeing a supplement in which, uh, some of it was discussed, and I guess, and you know, don’t forget I was looking at other magazines as well like Broadside and Pandora and doing kind of a comparison, and certainly Kinesis was edgier, even, you know, in the mid-80s, and so I guess my question is, if it was indeed a, not, a practice that not that many lesbians were into at the time, and it was sort of under the radar as you say, why, why did it seem to be so present as part of the discussion about sexuality in that time period and later?

Kivisild: Well, I think it was all mixed in with, um, because there was an analysis — and now I am speaking as someone from Kiss & Tell, I could spend a lot of time talking about this — and at that time I certainly did not have this analysis, but there was a lot of analysis coming out of the women’s community that was accepted, just carte blanche, of sexual imagery and it was, I would say, extremely simplistic.

Freeman: Hmn. And romantic, maybe?

Kivisild: Well, it was just, um, as an analysis of imagery, if you look at the multitudinous people who, like, the analysis of imagery out there, it’s complicated to attach meaning to images, it’s very, very complicated. And we were trying, we really tried, and, um, we gave it a shot and no one else really was and we tried to say, okay, this, this, these pornographic images are bothering me, why? And it, oh, it’s because they’re only showing parts of the female body. Oh, because, you know, they’re not — oh, it’s because there’s violence, and oh, it’s because of the clothing and, you know, all sorts of stuff. But we tried. We really did try, but, um, ah, it was sort of not, I don’t think it did the job for what was going on in those pornographic images, much of which was attached to a whole power structure and all sorts of stuff. It was extremely simplistic. And the fragmentation part was the part that really got to me, um, but we really, we were really trying. So, so all sorts of women were looking at that analysis and thinking to themselves, ‘But you know, you know, I don’t mind a picture that just has the breasts. You know, really, really, you know, I think there’s something—(phone rings) Ugh. That, sorry, is, just a moment. I have to deal with this now.

Freeman: Okay.

Kivisild: Sorry. We each have a cellphone and she uses hers all the time and I never use mine so today we switched them so that, you know, to balance out the payments and so that was someone phoning for her. And so I turned her phone off now.

Freeman: Okay, we’ll resume. 

Kivisild: Anyway, we were.

Freeman: The transcriber can pick up from where we left off, alright, and now we can start again. Ah, so we were talking, you were saying there were women who were beginning to realize that fragmenting a photograph of a woman’s body to focus on, for example, her breast, was not necessarily a bad thing but what I want to ask you now is, are you talking about the reaction to Drawing the Line or are you talking about the discussions that went on around Kinesis?

Kivisild: Well, I’m talking about, um, what I think was present at Kinesis.

Freeman: Okay, got it.

Kivisild: Which was I think was a lot of women who, with all sorts of different sexual practices who, um, who were feeling like, “well, you know, I don’t know which side of this debate I am on” because it was presented, pornography was presented as an either or debate on both sides of it, but S/M was also presented as either you’re into alternative sexual practices or you’re a prude. Or either you’re an evil male-identified practitioner or you’re a good feminist. Like, it was really presented in a very — so even though we didn’t present it that way, um, I think there were all sorts of women, who were, well I know for a fact that there were women who were volunteering for Kinesis who didn’t, who were thinking, ‘Well, uh, these people tell me I’m not supposed to do that but I think it’s interesting. But these people tell me I should, you know,’ so I think we trod a middle line partly because we, there wasn’t really anyone around the paper who was hugely invested in one side or the other of the debate? Um, but, but I think that, I think that a lot of people who were there were more tolerant of both sides than they let on.

Freeman: And do you think any experimenting was going on behind the scenes?

Kivisild: Oh, I’m sure. I’m sure. As a matter of fact, I’m completely sure because I know someone who’s a very active person in the S/M community now who was, who said she volunteered at Kinesis because I wore a leather, a studded leather bracelet — I — and she knew she was welcome there. I wore a studded leather bracelet because I was a punker, like, um.

Freeman: Not an S&Mer

Kivisild: No. But, but it just, it was the signs were very difficult and I think people were a lot more interested in a lot of things. I think the debate was just waiting to be broken open and, um, you know it’s interesting, yeah, it’s interesting that Kinesis actually, and I don’t know why Kinesis had this particular thing, it might be Vancouver, you know, I don’t know why Kinesis managed to, um, managed to, like about many, many things, not just, not just that, but about many, many things we managed, like I say we had a community that was absolutely torn in two by the Rape Relief-WAVAW split but we actually carried writing from both sides.

Freeman: Yeah, yeah. Were there any other big issues that you dealt with? Was the abortion issue, uh, very big at the time? I do know it was coming up to — I mean Morgentaler at thatpoint, you know,  was still fighting for his clinics, it certainly was still part of the Criminal Code at the time that abortion was against the law. Was it a big issue at Kinesis or did I just assume that you were all pro-choice?

Kivisild: Um, well, among us, it was certainly not an issue except that, uh, um, okay, I have to tell you a funny story now.

Freeman: Go ahead.

Kivisild: This has nothing, well it has to do with the Canadian Coalition for Choice on Abortion, who we, um, talked to quite often. So CCCA and I knew, you know we wanted them to talk about something, I would phone them and they always, I always had to leave a message, but you know, I don’t know, didn’t know why that was, and so I would phone CCCA and leave a message and then, ah, a while later they would phone back and we would get our story, blah, blah, blah. So one day I’m sitting in the office and this woman comes in and I say, ‘Oh, can I help you?’ and she said, ‘No, that’s fine. I’m just here from CCCA. I’m getting our messages.’ Their phone and their answering machine was in the closet at Vancouver Status of Women. And so when I was phoning them, I was just phoning the closet. (Freeman laughs). And then every day or two or something they would come in and clear off their machine and then they would phone me back, even though I was just there.

Freeman: Sitting there, isn’t that funny. It’s like my partner and I emailing each other. She’s upstairs, I’m downstairs.

Kivisild: And it doesn’t seem as ridiculous now because, as you say, we email each other and we leave each other messages all the time. But, um, at the time, it was CCCA. So, I do know that I knew that phone number off by heart and I phoned them but it was more, I don’t think there was, except for one time when I remember someone coming in but she wasn’t really, we she was, yeah, we did do a story with about different women making different choices about…

Freeman: Pregnancy.

Kivisild: Yes. But I don’t think we ever said anything other than — because what we’re for is choice on abortion. We’re not for abortion, we’re for choice on abortion.

Freeman: Right.

Kivisild: So, um, I do remember, I do remember someone in that context saying, ‘I saw the women who had had their abortions, and they were like zombies in the, you know,’ she had gone for her abortion and she couldn’t believe that, you know, it is a rather devastating medical procedure, no matter who you talk to, it’s not the easiest thing in the world.

Freeman: No, no, it’s not. You know, you have the, I was just thinking when you were talking about all these different, you know, sexuality issues that would come up in discussion and it might be while you were hanging out laying out the newspaper. But that brings me to a question about the collective. How did you find, as editor, working in the context of an editorial collective? Was that easy for you or difficult for you?

Kivisild: Oh, I thought it was, I thought it was easy. You’ve gotta remember, you’ve gotta remember that I was very young. I was reading a lot but I was grossly ignorant of all sorts of things so I was really taking direction.

Freeman: Aha, were you? From people like, who?

Kivisild: From I was, depending on, I was, if you, if we sat in a group and the whole group wanted to do something then that was probably something we should do.

Freeman: Oh, I see, okay.

Kivisild: And then some, you know, some people would say, ‘We should do this,’ and someone else would say, ‘Well, we should really also, if we’re going to do that, do this.’ So, um, so it was very, like I say, it was very, but we were, we really took what, um, came up, and I know that in my life at the time — or not the whole time — I was very active in the peace movement…

Freeman: Ah-hah.

Kivisild:  …and, the women’s peace movement, and so someone did say to me once at some point that, you know, we used to do so much stuff on single mothers and now all we do is stuff about the peace movement and we hardly do anything about single mothers anymore. Um, so, it was, you know, it was, it was kind of who, who I was in touch with in the world outside but also who the people in the collective were in touch with on the world outside. We were not a very dogmatic collective. Um, I mean we weren’t, we didn’t, we came together because we supported feminism, um, and we also, also I think a lot of people were involved in Kinesis because they wanted to hang out, you know, so, um, so it wasn’t like we came together, you know, we were a group of women who came together because we thought the socialist groups were not dealing with feminism appropriately and we came together to be socialist-feminists, like, it wasn’t like that, you know. We had, we had everybody and that was just sort of the fluke of it. Um, we were volunteer-run.

Freeman: But you were paid, though, weren’t you, as editor?

Kivisild: I was paid, yes. The editor was paid.

Freeman: How much, do you remember how much?

Kivisild: The editor of Kinesis, well I don’t remember exactly how much. I know the editor of Kinesis was paid the same amount as the other women at VSW, she was considered a staff member at VSW. So I think at that time it was probably about $1500 a month, or something like that.

Freeman: OK. Did you folks worry about money, about getting Kinesis published every month?

Kivisild: We, well, because we had this fortuitous situation where Kinesis was funded as the newsletter of the Vancouver Status of Women. Um, it had, it had that level of government funding, um, and then we, ah, tried to get advertis— well, like, we eventually and while I was there, we hired someone to be in charge of production, um, and she was paid really out of the advertising revenue. I mean she was not paid directly out of the advertising revenue. We calculated how much we thought we could get and then told her what she was going to get. She was part time.

Freeman: Do you remember who that was?

Kivisild: The first one was, um, Isis van Loon who is now a naturopath on — she was on Salt Spring. Salt Spring? Yeah, she was on Salt Spring or Galiano or something, anyway she’s living in Vancouver now. She’s a naturopath. But she was, she came also out of the, out of CUP.

Freeman: Canadian University Press.

Kivisild: Yes. Um, she came out of SFU, the Peak at SFU, which was the publication at SFU. We had a lot, we had quite a strong connection to SFU and, um, we often had people from the Peak and not so much from the Ubyssey,  interestingly. Well, you know, even though I’m going to UBC in the fall, SFU has much more of a history of being involved in activism. But I do know people now who, who cut their teeth at Ubyssey, so.

Freeman: Yeah, that’s right. It was going for quite a long time. Um—

Kivisild: Ubyssey. 
Freeman: Yeah, as a campus paper, I mean.

Kivisild: Yeah, yeah, a very good campus paper. Um, but so, and she was used to dealing with volunteers because that’s how student newspapers work, so we had volunteers who came in and they had to have, um… I think when I was first at Kinesis I, uh, there were women that were involved who really came out of the women’s movement, the grassroots women’s movement and they came out of groups that had been all volunteer, and then had thought maybe they could get enough money to pay one person to be the coordinator.

Freeman: Right.

Kivisild: And so they had worked a lot on the relationship between, if you have one of you who is the paid coordinator and the rest of you working as volunteers and that you really have to be conscious of that balance and that it’s not your paper — it’s everybody’s paper. So, I think that, you know, I mean when push comes to shove, ultimately the paid editor, um, takes the flack, you know. And ultimately has to make sure that the paper happens. But …
Freeman: Yes. Do you remember taking any flack for anything?

Kivisild: No. I don’t think, I don’t think I was ever left alone taking the flack for anything. I think there were people who, you know, sometimes there were letters to the editor, or you know.

Freeman: Yeah, how did you deal with your readership? Did you get a lot of feedback from readers?

Kivisild: Ah, some. Um, it varied. Sometimes, the very, very, very, very first article I wrote for Kinesis, I wrote an article about this group that you might have heard of, the Spiderwomen Collective, they’re from New York, I think. They’re, um, they’re a theatre collective, they were performing at SFU, they’re, um, they’re just regular-sized, some of them fat women, they’re Native women, anyway, they do this feminist theatre. And I went off to review them, my young little self — dit-dit-dit-dit-dit-dit-dit — and I wrote this article about them where I said, ‘ah, we see women who are large but graceful, fat but beautiful,’ blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. I don’t think I even used the word fat, I think I used a lot of things and I got a really vicious letter to the editor, um, from this woman saying, ‘Are you afraid of the word fat? What’s wrong with, you know,  they’re fat. It’s good.’

Freeman: Fat pride. Yeah, uh-huh.

Kivisild: It was, I was really, it was a real eye-opener for me. And I was like, holy. And I did what I always do, which is read every single thing I could about fat pride and I became quite dogmatic about that, um, and I just, I remember lines from that letter still, and people kept saying to me, ‘Oh, my God. That was so ridiculous, that letter you got.’ And I was like, ‘No. She was so right on. She was absolutely right on. She was completely right on. It was really amazing.’ So that was a letter to the editor that was, I think it had, I think it was really right on. But it was really right on. Sometimes letters to the editor are mean, you know, but smart. Smart, smart, smart, smart. That was very smart. Um, but we did have, um, we did, yeah, we got some, we got letters to the editor. I think that there was, ah, a time, a pretty extensive period of time when we were, when women read Kinesis to see what Kinesis was saying, or what other women were saying. And if they disagreed they did write. And, you know, we published, we published everything.

Freeman: Did you ever ask them for, well actually you did, there were a couple of surveys in Kinesis at one point, you know, what content do you—

Kivisild: They were written by Claudia Macdonald.
Freeman: What content do you want? They were written by Claudia, ah, these surveys?

Kivisild: There was one that was actually a very controversial survey that Claudia, that Claudia wrote. It was pretty funny. She was, um, ah, she was a little bit older than me, I think she turned 40 while I was at Kinesis, so yeah. But so she wrote this thing, this kind of, you know, tongue-in-cheek, you know, what do wear, do you wear a plaid shirt and jeans?

Freeman: Oh, that kind of thing. Oh, no. I was thinking about the serious reader surveys you guys did but that might have been a little bit later. I’m just trying to remember now.

Kivisild: Yes, I think that at some point we thought we should do, I think, I think we were, I think when this paper started there was no worry about it being absolutely, absolutely the voice of the feminist community. I think they were quite sure they were, you know.

Freeman: I see. Yeah, because, and I also know there were a couple of, ah, um, some newspapers like to have sort of town hall meetings with their readers to get feedback. Do you remember ever doing anything like that?
Kivisild: Not while I was there, no. It, you know, ah, yeah. I think, yeah, I think that there, I know that we did a thing that was an error, probably, um, where we found out how cheap it was to run, um, classified ads in small papers around the province and I still think — well, this wouldn’t work now because nobody runs classified ads anymore, but, um, we thought, well, we’ll run those classified ads and ask people, ask women, you know, in Prince George if they are interested in getting feminist news and we’ll give them free subscriptions to Kinesis. Yeah, that was not a very good business (laughs).

Freeman: (Laughs) No, I guess not.

Kivisild: Especially to the women who were there in Prince George with subscriptions to Kinesis.

Freeman: That’s right.

Kivisild: You know, what kind of an idiot am I? I pay for my subscription. That was… It was, it was very short-lived. It was just like, ah, I’m sure it was like, at one point I had an idea that we’re going to, um, ah, read, we’re gonna make Kinesis accessible to the blind, you know. We’re gonna read, you know, because you can get the, through the CNIB (editor note: Canadian National Institute for the Blind), you can get publications and they’re read for you and yeah. But, you know, you don’t just ask your readers if they would be willing to come and help out. Like, what did I think? That, you know, we were just going to sit there with a bunch of tape recorders and make tapes with our, with none of us having any experience? Anyways, it was just ridiculous. Yeah, that also—(recording cuts out).
Note on end of March 13, 2009 interview. The tape stopped before we had quite finished, which is why it cuts out. My last question asked her for any other information she would like to discuss about her time at Kinesis. She said (after the tape stopped): “Kinesis was the right place, at the right time and the right thing” for her and the feminist movement. Feminists did everything then, in printing and publishing (she mentions Press Gang, the publishing house in Vancouver),  starting from nothing. “It was a miracle.”

