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Freeman: I’m just going to get your voice level so let’s just (microphone fuzz)

Pollak: OK so, maybe let me know what, what kind of, um, OK so bio starting as how did I get involved with Kinesis?

Freeman: Yeah, before we start I just want to say this is an interview with Nancy Pollak in Vancouver on the fifth of June 2008.

Pollak: P-O-L-L-A-K.

Freeman: Oh yes, I’ve got that already.

Pollak: Oh, I know you did (both laugh). Um, I came to, I moved to Vancouver in 1978 when I was 24 years old, and I, um, was looking for a women’s community, I was looking for a feminist community, and, uh, quite by chance found myself at Press Gang Publishers by chance, I mean I moved into a communal house, and one of my housemates was a part time book keeper at Press Gang Publishers, so I got involved with that printing and publishing collective, and learned how to run small printing presses and how to do the fundamentals of graphic design and typography and book publishing. And so, you know, acquired a set of tangible publication skills and was also in one of the communication hubs of Vancouver, because Press Gang was the print shop, was the go-to print shop for any events, not only for the women’s movement but the left. You know, third world solidarity movements, anti-poverty movements, anti-imperialism. So it was a fabulous apprenticeship that I served at Press Gang, and an apprenticeship also in a very, what I’d call a very eclectic and flexible politics. I’d say we were the, um, the political mood at Press Gang was somewhere between radical, lesbian, socialist feminist (Both laugh). In other words, we were borrowing from all of those, uh, political outlooks, uh, because we were publishers in a print shop we, I think, in a way couldn’t afford to be sectarian, didn’t even want to be. And, um, I don’t think I have a particularly sectarian disposition. 

Freeman: May I ask you...

Pollak: Sectarian’s probably not the right word as far as being somebody who’s, uh, uh, adamant about a particular theoretical perspective, is what I mean by sectarian.

Freeman: OK, I understand, you weren’t a Trotskyite.

Pollak: Weren’t a Trot, but I also didn’t have a strong identity as an adherent of a particular feminist, um, theoretical stance. I mean if anything I would have called myself a, a, a pinko commie queer, probably.

Freeman: (Laughs) Yeah.

Pollak: You know, cause the, the, the anti-imperialist, anti-racist, anti-classist orientation of our politics I guess make us socialist feminists, but you know, it was all lower case.

Freeman: Mm, OK, what year was this when you got to Press Gang?

Pollak: In ’78, so I was involved with the Press Gang, um, formally for five years, ’78 to ’80, oh, do the math, Nancy, I guess ’83. And then less formally I was sent on staff there for many years afterward. Um, many, many years after.  As either a volunteer or an occasional paid worker on the editorial, um, collective. Um, and then I worked with the women’s labour history project for a number of years, which was Sarah Diamond’s project, and then that was a great, that was doing research of various sorts, and then I actually remember I went to Kinesis one day, I wrote one article for Kinesis in this period and it was a review of the Roche Sisters concert, I loved the Roche Sisters and I still do. But I wasn’t particularly involved, I wasn’t involved with Kinesis at all. And then one day, I think it must have been in the summer of ’86, I went to drop off, um, a notice for the bulletin board at Kinesis, and Esther Shannon was the editor at the time, and she was someone I knew socially, we were friends, we weren’t good friends but we were friends, and it just so happened that Kinesis was having its first annual retreat on Saturna Island some time in the coming month. And to be honest, I was looking for some fun, and I was looking for a new place to put my energy, and I didn’t, and almost more on a social level than on a “this is the work I want to do next,” but um, Esther, you know, uh, led me to believe that the retreat was open to women who were not yet involved with Kinesis, so I hauled myself, and I knew Saturna island, loved Saturna island, hauled myself over to this retreat, and that was the beginning of the end, you know, they sucked me in (Freeman laughs). Yes! And so, you know, this is turning into a long story but, um...

Freeman: That’s OK, can you, now that you’ve got to the retreat, can you just give me a sense of what that was like.

Pollak: OK so the retreat was absolutely stupendous, the retreat was held at Breezy Bay Bed and Breakfast which is this rambling old farm house, and I mean old farm house, on some wonderful acreage including overlooking a cliff, um, on Saturna Island, Breezy Bay. Saturna Island. And there were about, uh, 15 of us maybe, 15, 16 women who came to this retreat, um, I’m not sure if that number is reliable, but something in that vein, um, the vast majority who were actively involved with Kinesis. They, I mean the editor, the typesetter, the people on the Ed (editorial) board, the active writers. And then there were a handful of us, maybe two or three of us who did not have a connection to Kinesis, did not have a formal connection to Kinesis, um, and the, it was Friday night to Sunday evening, and it consisted of daytime informal workshops where um, skill development workshops, and I remembered having my first exposure to the idea of doing a content analysis of the newspaper, somebody had done a content analysis of the previous years’ papers, and did a presentation on it and then a discussion on, you know, what was there and what was missing. There were...

Freeman: Of Kinesis, you mean?

Pollak: Of Kinesis, yeah, of Kinesis. And then there were, you know, my memory will get a little blurry at this point because there were a number of, uh, skill, skill development workshops that Kinesis offered to its volunteers. You know, basic reporting skills, basic how to structure a feature story, how to structure a news story, um, interviewing techniques, uh, issues, like actual sort of discussion of the issues of the day. It was really, really interesting. Um, and then, uh, sing along, at night, with quite a bit of beer and a little marijuana and cigarettes because we were all smokers in those days. So it was a really wonderful combination of, of, uh, you know, sort of, serious, you know, serious reflections on what Kinesis was as a newspaper in the community, and camaraderie, and good fun. Yeah, and we had three of those, we had three of those retreats. Um, I don’t know if it was three successive years, it might have been three successive years, there might have been a gap in there. Um, and that followed exactly the same format. And then no longer, and I think that was just because it was something we did for three years and then no longer. It was quite a lot of work to organize, as you can imagine.

Freeman: Mm hmm.

Pollak: Yeah.

Freeman: Well. You said they sucked you in, so (coughs), pardon me, what was it about that experience that made you feel this is something I really want to do?

Pollak: Um, I would describe Kinesis in those days as being, and the Vancouver Status of Women, its publisher, as being a very high functioning, exciting, serious, in the sense of doing serious political work, but light hearted in the sense of people who laughed readily and treated each other with a, you know, a good degree of kindness and, and sensitivity. A workplace, in other words, an environment of feminist organization that was attractive in any number of ways. For one thing, one of the things that was very attractive to me about Kinesis was the sheer physicality of the work, the fact that there was a production room, we were, Kinesis was created doing paper, uh, you know, wax, waxing and sticking down, uh, typeset galleys, no, typewritten galleys, and then made the transition to typeset galleys, while I was involved, but there was about a 10-day period in the third week of every month, how did we manage that? Well, we were really good with time, where the paper was in production. And that was a, you know, started off kind of relaxed the first few days and then got gradually more tense and hysterical as deadline approached (Freeman laughs). But it was, it was a literally a collective environment where there were people who were doing hands on work. Writing work, graphic work, photography, laying something out, at the end of which we had a tangible product. So between the, um, the working social environment of producing that newspaper and the actual result that you got at the end of it, it was very appealing to me. I had liked that about working at Press Gang as well. So much political work is intangible, is literally intangible, it’s very process-oriented, and publishing is gratifying because you get something, you get something visible at the end to show for your efforts. And in newspaper publishing, well, monthly news journal publishing, you get it once a month. And, you know, people who work in anti-poverty work, or violence against women work, or, you know, various kinds of equity work, they don’t get much, and often what they, I mean they don’t, they get a lot, but they don’t get that same tangible thing. I think it’s, so it’s a cultural product, so it’s just like working in theatre or working in music. You’ve got a play to show for it, you’ve got a album to show for it. So that was it, and also the um, the politics of VSW and the politics of Kinesis were very appealing to me. They were, they were, um, and you know I’ve reflected now that I’m teaching women’s studies at Langara, I’ve had to look back on my formation as a, as a feminist, and I would be an example of a, of a feminist who never thought that feminist politics were sufficient to explain the world, or the world politically, or, you know, human experience, or what I was looking for as a human being and a human being in community. It was, um, you know, an irreplaceable set of tools and outlooks and ways of seeing and ways of acting, but it wasn’t all there was. You know, borrowing from other progressive political traditions was always part of my politics. I mean, I think my first political awakening was around the war in Vietnam, and my next one was around imperialism, when I lived, I lived in Paris for a short while in my early 20s, and I was very aware of colonialism living in Paris.

Freeman: In what way?

Pollak: Well, literally the, the number of African people, um, doing demeaning jobs in Paris that were clearly from former French colonies or wannabe colonies, the French wanted them to be colonies, you know, the division of labour. I was more aware of that in Europe than I was in Canada, um yeah. So, and uh, yeah, I mean I think, so. And VSW and Kinesis as a newspaper reflected that kind of, um, you know, um, that kind of, um, eclectic politics, and that need to look at women, of course to focus on women’s experience, but understand there’s not a single women’s experience, and, yeah. So.

Freeman: So when you - you know what I’m going to do, I’m going to put you here, and the reason I’m gonna do that is because that, I’m afraid that fridge might just interfere with the sound a little bit.

Pollak: Sure. 

Freeman: So I’m just gonna switch you over here, if that’s OK. OK. So that’s just running, so we’ll just leave that as it is. Pardon me. (Coughs) Not to speak of the fact that I have to clear my throat. Alright, so. So that was more or less your view of feminism at the time, then. And how did you see your role in Kinesis as sort of forwarding, um, the feminist ideal as you saw it? Or did it...

Pollak: Well, you know it’s, that’s, it’s interesting to be asked that question, because I realized, I’ve had to, I mean I’ve come to realize that I was never part of that strange sisterhood that um, thought women were wonderful (laughs).

Freeman: No?

Pollak: That thought women were wonderful, and thought that we were gonna change the world (laughing). You know, it makes me sound like a very depressive person, which I am not at all, but I, you know, I thought women were like, some were wonderful and some were, you know, whatever. Um, I never had a sort of evangelical feminist outlook. And I always more, I realized I more or less thought it was all a holding action, that if we weren’t doing what we were doing it was going to get even worse (both laugh). So it’s a, it’s a, it’s a, you know it’s a, if you were to ask me then, “Nancy, what is your theory of social change?” I would have gone “Huh?” I don’t think, I was neither politically sophisticated enough to have bought into one, in a way, um, and I, uh, I think I had my theory of political change was probably ya gotta hold the bastards accountable, whoever the bastards might be. It’s pretty, it’s pretty feeble as a theory of social change (laughs).

Freeman: Well let me throw something at you then, on the issue of, um, pro-choice versus anti-abortion, if you want, for example, I’m assuming you were pro-choice.

Pollak: Oh yeah, that was, I was an orthodox, an orthodox, you know, socialist radical pinko commie queer in that regard. I mean I remember as a 13 year old thinking abortion was wrong, and I have no recollection of when I changed my mind about that. Um, I was, uh, yeah. And I’m a lesbian so I didn’t have any, well, no that is a very interesting thing, I mean we all know about internalized homophobia, I’d been a lesbian all my life as far as my emotional and sexual orientation is concerned. I mean I had relationships with men but, uh, I didn’t come to lesbianism because of the women’s movement. And had to, you know, encounter my own internalized homophobia.That I think is very different when you have been a lesbian from the get go than when you embrace it. And I think that there’s a way in which I would sometimes look at Kinesis and go “Oh my God, look at all of this lesbian content.” Which is actually not true, there was relatively little lesbian content in Kinesis.

Freeman: I can tell you how much, if you’d like.

Pollak: Well tell me.

Freeman: Well, the average over its lifetime was about 10-12%. It peaked to about 21 at one point with Emma and also with Esther, but that’s because they both did special, uh, edition inserts, Emma’s was on sexuality and Esther’s was on lesbian motherhood. But generally from about the mid 80s on, it was roughly I would say 15% ish all the way along, so.

Pollak: And are you measuring that in terms of pages, or?

Freeman: Yeah, page content, um, basically, not exactly line space, but was it half a page, was it an eighth of a page, that kind of things. My research assistants went through all the stories.

Pollak: Yeah, very little. Very little, and considering that probably 80% of the women, I mean I shouldn’t say that, but the majority of the women working on Kinesis would probably have been lesbians at any given time. I think in the bulletin board section of the paper which is where we’d run community notices, I think there was often, you know, maybe 50% would be lesbian.

Freeman: Because of all the different groups in town.

Pollak: Yeah. Well because they were the groups that, that was the only place that they were going, they were for sure going to be advertising their events in Kinesis, whereas others maybe, anyway that’s another whole story. Kinesis had an ongoing, you know, this is one of these no-brainer type things that you kind of have to wonder why we didn’t change it. Kinesis had a reputation for always coming out too late. And people would miss events, especially anybody who was receiving their paper in the mail, which of course is what you always want. You always want subscribers. Anybody in publications knows subscribers are the lifeblood. You know, the newsstand’s not where it’s at. So we’d always be getting things to our subscribers late. And I had a little, I had a little pitched battle with my production co-ordinator at one point that I lost, wanting to just move production forward, I never know, is it forward or backwards? Anyway, earlier, uh, a week. Just get it out so that it’s in people’s hands on the 29th of the previous month or something. But she didn’t want to do that.

Freeman: Well you did in the end have a feature called “As Kinesis Goes to Press,” and you were able to sort of flag, right, a number of these, was that the compromise?

Pollak: Was “As Kinesis Goes to Press,” um, I can’t, did it concern itself with what was going on in the community, or what...

Freeman: Usually.

Pollak: Yeah, that was probably, no, it was more, it was actually to do with, we’re gonna be all over the map here, but that’s OK. One of the things that happened with Kinesis was, and I’m saying this subjectively, obviously, is that we became kind of a bit of a non-entity in our own town. I, when I was the editor of Kinesis, my experience was whenever I would go somewhere else, Vancouv, uh, Toronto, Montreal, and it would come up in a conversation with somebody I didn’t know that I was involved with Kinesis, the person would get a dewy-eyed look on their face and go “Kinesis,” and tell me how much they respected and liked Kinesis, and it, you know, I would sort of feel wonderful about that, and realize I never, ever heard that in Vancouver. Vancouver had Kinesis for a really, really long time. Many people in Vancouver got utterly bored with Kinesis. They figured that it was the same old same old all the time. And they were a little pissed off with at Kinesis for coming out a little late, you know, so that they would miss events. It’s a funny kind of thing, um, where you get taken for granted because you can be taken for granted. You know, my own experience is if I haul out, as I did this morning, and glance at some past issues of the paper, I am astonished by what we did. I mean, I am really, really impressed, and I’m not saying that about me, I’m just saying as our collective, and this, this enterprise, it, it’s extremely impressive what we covered. But our, I don’t think we were that impressive to our local readership, which was our major readership.

Freeman: So, a couple things, threads I want to pick up on here. Let’s, let’s talk about the readers first, but I do want to go back to something you said about the lesbianism issues. Uh, between the two of us we might remember (laughs).

Pollak: Sure.

Freeman: Um, what was, first of all who were your readers, do you think, and what was your relationship with them, did they write letters to the editor a lot, did they phone you, did they make rude comments, or praiseworthy comments on their subscription forms? How did that work out for you?

Pollak: You know, we do actually have a reader’s survey from 1988. Did Esther give you that information?
Freeman: I’ve seen it, yes. And you had one in ’84.

Pollak: Oh, did we?

Freeman: And ’94, yeah.

Pollak: Oh, ok. Um, who were our readers, well, our readers were, um, I think our readers were kind of like our collective, they tended to be women, you know, between 20 and 40, for the most part, they tended to be white women, um, I can’t really speak to their class background, but they probably were mainly middle class, and probably mainly, uh, you know, at least high school or college education. I mean, not everybody’s a reader, right? And that’s not a class thing, anyway.

Freeman: No.

Pollak: Um, and uh, I’d say probably many of them were lesbians, um. But we also had, uh, we had quite a few institutional subscriptions, I think, you know, libraries at universities and some municipalities. And we had people in, in government and in government agencies who were also subscribers, and, yeah, yeah, I don’t know, I don’t know where we were in as far as the academic, feminist academic community, I would like to think that they were all reading Kinesis, they should ought to have been, seriously, they should have been, but I don’t know that, who, if they were, um. Yeah. Does that answer your question? Yeah.

Freeman: It does, and did they often call?

Pollak: Oh, OK, to answer your question about how they...

Freeman: How did they contact you?

Pollak: We bemoaned the fact that our letters to the editor were not only few and far between, but were often excruciatingly boring. We don’t seem to have been a paper that ruffled that many feathers with our coverage. There’s a way in which Kinesis was quite, um, I learned, I didn’t have any kind of a journalistic background when I went to Kinesis, and although I’d been involved in book publishing, completely different, you know, editorial concerns in book publishing. So I learned my journalistic values at Kinesis, and I learned them from people like Esther and Patty Gibson, Esther having worked on Upstream, Patty Gibson having come out of the university newspaper movement, and learned a very in a way traditional approach to journalism, that you, I am going to get around to answering the question.

Freeman: No, that’s fine.

Pollak: That you, um, that you firstly you had not only did you have a claim to the time of people in positions of power, in other words as a reporter you did get on the phone and try to talk to the Premier, or his assistant, or your MP, as a journalist, or the head of an agency as a journalist, that you had the persona of a journalist that entitled you to ask questions of, you know, the watchdog function of journalism, to get the story. And that was very interesting to me, and I think that that was a very strong tradition at Kinesis of the third person reporter who is not editorializing, who is not stating their opinion, who is, you know, doing the classical news story or news feature. And, um, you know, we, so, I really appreciated those journalistic values, we were, we trained ourselves in them, and in some ways Kinesis is a paper that has remarkably little opinion in it.

Freeman: Mm hmm, it’s true.

Pollak: Relatively little opinion, and very little commentary. And we never ran editorials, we didn’t have editorials, and, um...

Freeman: Was that a deliberate choice?

Pollak: I don’t know what the origin of that was, um, you know, people like Esther and Patty would have a better sense of it, um. And I don’t know what the origin of that, but when I inherited the paper, that was so ingrained that we didn’t as a paper run an editorial and I do recall there was a point, oh, and this is where my memory gets really, really fuzzy, where the Inside Kinesis column that started happening, I think there was some kind of a discussion about maybe trying to turn that into a place where we did more political commentary, and I remember being loathe to do that, because I knew that that would involve, um, you know, I knew that (laughs), well, I can get around to talk about the whole, you know, creation of the editorial content of the paper, period, and the struggles with that. But I didn’t think that we had the juice for it, frankly. Um, and I didn’t know that it was necessarily going to be a valuable thing for us to be doing as an editorial collective. But yeah, Kinesis was not a paper where the first person voice was, it came out more in the arts section, and, um...

Freeman: Do you mean the various reviews?

Pollak: Yeah, and, and the interviews with cultural producers. And of course it did come out in some of our feature stories about um, uh, you know, all, the gamut of things that we’d cover, where there’d be a profile of an individual activist or a group, and you would get a feeling of people’s lives, and their hearts, and their souls, so it’s not as though it was just the facts, um ma’am. But we did not encourage people to submit contemplative pieces, or rants, or, and looking back I think hm, maybe that was a, if we’re wondering why we didn’t get more letters to the editor, sometimes you need to bug people in order to hear from them. You know, there’s a local newspaper, well, Xtra West, you’ve probably got a version of that in Ottawa, right?

Freeman: Yes, we do.

Pollak: Which hardly, the letters to the editor in Xtra West are just sort of scary, they’re so boring. I mean they’re about somebody, you know, some bartender was mean to me on Friday night so I’m going to write a letter. Or some homophobe from the suburbs yelled at me on the... I mean, I’m not meaning to be trivialize all of that, but those are exactly the letters that they deserve, because the content of the newspaper is so vacuous. I mean, it’s not all completely vacuous, but it’s pretty darn vacuous. Kinesis was the opposite of vacuous. We were a little stolid, if that’s a word, I think it’s a word, and uh, and, you know, why would anybody complain about our very solid, substantial reportage (laughs)?

Freeman: You’re saying Inside Kinesis, as I read it, a lot of it was about the comings and goings of the collective, actually, who’s going where, and who’s coming back, 

Pollak: Yes, it was very inside, yeah, who knows if it was of any interest to anybody except the Kinesis insiders. 

Freeman: And archivists.

Pollak: And archivists, yeah.

Freeman: It really, actually I found it useful, in that way, I could figure out who was where and when (laughs)

Pollak: Yeah. Well, and you notice that we, on our masthead we don’t talk about having an editor. You can’t tell who the editor of the paper is from the masthead, which is kind of interesting.

Freeman: Why was that, because that was a paid position, wasn’t it.

Pollak: Oh, it was a paid position, and it was, although there, the editorial board was a, nominally a collective, um, the editor had enormous power at that paper. And power commensurate with responsibility, I would, I would say. Um. I’d be curious to know from you as a researcher if you can tell where one editor leaves off and another one begins from the nature of the publication.

Freeman: No, I had to pretty well cobble together who was who and when. Except for the latter years. Uh, somebody mentioned that you were leaving, and gave, filled a paragraph of praise for Nancy and all her good work and so on and so forth, so I kind of figured out, but, figured it out, or when Fatima became ill and went off for a while, or when she went to South Africa, or when Esther left for six months and you took over, and so on. So I had a good idea of what was happening, but, uh, somebody wrote an article somewhere that mentioned all the editors of Kinesis but left out Patty and left out Janet Beebe, although I knew Janet was involved because I knew Janet back in ’81. I spent some time out here that summer and met her then. So, you know, I knew that there was, I didn’t quite manage to pin it down, as to exactly when, but in the later years it was easier because of Inside Kinesis, actually. Um.

Pollak: Well we were trying. Inside Kinesis was designed to demystify the process of the paper that we went through. I’m all over the map again here, but um, when Esther went on a leave, um, that turned into a six month leave, uh, and I became the editor, uh, during that leave, and I remember, I have this vivid memory of, we sit down one day in her office, you know, a few weeks before she’s going on the leave, and she’s going to explain to me how the paper comes together. And I had been around the paper then, I started out as a rewrite person, and I have fond memories of being given sort of a stack of articles that I needed to rewrite to fit into I think it was our Movement Matters thing, so you’d have this, you know, 3000 word feature article from some other publication that you had to distill into 150 word pith, the pith of it. And I would spend 18 hours doing that. (Laughs). It was so funny to think about that. You know, and a few years later I’m writing, you know, on press day I’m writing a thousand word article in the last hour before we go to press. But that’s how, I learned to write at Kinesis, I hadn’t. But, so Esther sits me down and says “OK, well, so, the paper pretty well writes itself,” she says. Meaning that articles just come in. That’s what she meant. “The paper pretty well writes itself. But you do have this meeting, where you assign some story ideas, and people volunteer to do other story ideas.” So, and I remember thinking, well that’s very mysterious, the paper kind of writes itself. But then you have to edit it, right, you do have to edit and plan it and plot it, and find graphics. The paper did not write itself. My entire experience as the editor of Kinesis was a, a, a, fairly um frantic and intense beating of the bush for both writers and stories. Um, if I didn’t come to the editorial board meeting with, you know, 14 story ideas, there would be no Kinesis. I mean, some, you know, I had, there were one or two people involved with the paper who were very reliable, wonderful sources of stories and ideas, but the paper so did not write itself, and I think that was a reflection of the changing times in the women’s movement. Um, I think that there was a, I mean obviously the paper never wrote itself, but by the time I became editor late ‘80s, is that what it is, yeah, the women’s movement in Vancouver was less vibrant. Um, the, uh, the issues had been, many issues had been quite thoroughly examined in both sort of that raw state of discovery of them, where there is that amazing outpouring of, um, exploratory writing, and then has gone on to the what are we doing about it writing, and then goes on to the well how come they cut our funding so that we can’t do what we’re doing about it based on the, you know, and there were fewer women’s groups, there were fewer women who were able to be living fairly marginal economic lives which enabled them therefore to do volunteer work either at their women’s group or at their women’s newspaper, and uh, yeah. It was a profound challenge to find writers for Kinesis every issue. And, you know, and they were findable, so I shouldn’t, maybe I’m exaggerating, but uh, I spent a lot of time calling people and tracking people down and encouraging people to either submit things or encouraging other people to go and interview other people. And you know, and  that of course is happening at the same time that in Vancouver, at any rate, um, uh, you know, and I, and this is where it becomes, I don’t feel comfortable with my language around this particularly, but women of colour are becoming organized in this certain way, um, and of course to say that is to have it be implied all along that Kinesis is a newspaper where women, is a white women’s newspaper. So we say women of colour but we don’t say pink women. You know, and we should (laughs).

Freeman: Or freckled feminists, or something.

Pollak: Or, or, you know, whatever, we have the norm, it’s the typical unstated norm. Um, but that is becoming, um, very, uh, vibrant. And, uh, in that creative, my perception of it is in that creative, uh, coming together with all of the sturm und drang  of people coming together, in other words people loving each other and hating each other too. And, uh, you know, the fact that Kinesis has been doing a lot of I think very substantial coverage of a range of issues to do with poverty, to do with imperialism, to do with, you know, north south global politics, um, most of that writing is being done by white women, but not all, not all. And uh, yeah so that change is happening. And that’s a very good, that’s a good, really, really good change that’s happening. It’s, yeah, anyway. Lots can be said about that.

Freeman: Well you did, from about the late ‘80s on you started, as I read the record, involving women of colour much more at Kinesis in that you adopted an affirmative action policy in 1991. So that would have been in your time.

Pollack: Well, that would have been in the hiring, yeah, yes, around hiring, yeah, that was during, that was during my time. And, uh, mine and other people’s time. Um, yeah, and as a consequence of that, the, the, the face of power at Kinesis changed. And the person who you when you came through the door at Kinesis who you encountered was, you know, was a woman of colour, and many of the people in the production room were women of colour. And I think that, I mean I, you know I, when I retired from Kinesis as the editor, I needed a break in just that basic sense of oh my God I’ve done this for five years, of course I wasn’t the editor for five years but I was involved intensely with the paper for about five years. Like, I’m going to go home and lie on my bed for a few months. And I continued to write for the paper, but I, and I think I was on the editorial boards too, gosh, I can’t remember, that’s terrible.

Freeman: You might have been for a few months, or that seemed to be the practice at Kinesis that the editor would stay for a few months while the new one got used to things.

Pollak: Oh yeah, yeah, you had a collegial handing over of the reins. And you know, I stayed connected and stayed writing, but I wasn’t intensely connected, I can’t even remember what I did around production. My mind is sort of doing a little leap here. One of the things that it’s leaping to, and this was an issue that faced in my era, um, and that was to do with production. Production at Kinesis was a very, um, attractive feature of the paper. There were a lot of women who came to VSW to work physically on the production of Kinesis, and I think it was a source of community for them. And it was, um, it was a strength of the paper. As we, as the technology changed and desktop publishing became the norm, it no longer made sense to be doing the production that we were doing which was very manual, hands on, cut and paste. It was irrational to be doing it that way. But we continued to do it for quite a bit longer because of the communal aspect of doing production together. And that started, that became as the, as the technology changed, so the technology is changing and making the, that 10-day period of production not make sense any more. Um, Kinesis is becoming a paper that is more closely identified with women of colour and there is a certain amount of white flight that happens as a result of that.

Freeman: So you mean the white women left?

Pollak: Yeah. And, um, I don’t think they left in a huff, I think it’s how this, that’s my perception, it’s how it works. It’s, you know, whether we like it or not, um, who we are close to in our social and political lives is who we work with and hang out with. And, um, I remembered talking with Fatima and getting a sense from her that yeah, the white women weren’t as interested in Kinesis any more. And it becomes very sort of circular, because the paper is changing what it covers, and how it covers it, so you don’t see yourself reflected in it, and if you’re not politically, (sighs) sophisticated enough to realize, well this is a good thing, it’s about time I started listening, or, you know, being exposed to other ways of seeing, and this does concern me and my politics do involve this, if you don’t have that outlook then you just sort of peter off. So you don’t hear a stomping of feet and a slamming of doors, it’s nothing like that. It’s not in anger, and it’s not in conscious, uh, withdrawal, but it is a withdrawal that happens. And I have a sense that that happened. So you’ve got...

Freeman: Was it readers as well, did it also involve readers as well? Did they stop reading?

Pollak: Yeah, that’s what I’m, I’m, I think I’m thinking in terms of readers, actually.

Freeman: Oh, you’re talking about readers.

Pollak: I’m talking about readers, and I’m talking about readers and I’m talking about volunteers, so who’s volunteering. So, you know, so my sense is we’ve got the technological change that is making it less vibrant a place to congregate, we have a certain amount of white flight happening, and I think we have an overall cultural shift in people reading newspapers in order to find out what the hecky darn is going on in their lives and in their world. You know, it’s, we’re becoming a less print oriented, you know, commun, that’s not how communication is happening in the same, in the same way, so. And Kinesis desperately needed to change its format and its appearance. It was, uh. You know, I’d like to think that in my era I really tried hard to make it be an attractive paper, with good graphics and punchy headlines and good call outs like to make it, but I was really conscious that, oh my God, this feels old, or it feels, you know how the Globe and Mail does a redesign of their paper every four years or every five years and you know they’re doing it just to wake people up. And we, you know, we would make changes here or there, but we never revisited the overall format of it. It stayed a half tab on yellowing newspaper. It needed to do something different physically to wake up its readership and to wake itself up, and it never, ever did that. And given that there were all of these cultural shifts happening in the ‘90s, um, around the esthetics of publication and the esthetics of communication period, I think that was another problem. So we’ve got those three kind of elements happening that are contributing, as well as the overall political climate of funding going, funding disappearing, women’s groups collapsing, the, uh, you know, the feminist movement, uh, I wouldn’t call it, you know, migrating, the feminism migrated into the mainstream in a certain way, was a victim of its own success to a certain extent, so you have less of a vibrant, um, rebel movement, which is what Kinesis was born in and reflected in a way.

Freeman: You worked on the, I assume, did you work on these writer’s guidelines that included, um, instruction to the writer to be aware of colonial attitudes?

Pollak: Yes, I was in part of the collective when that was written, yeah.

Freeman: Do you recall that being written?

Pollak: Um.

Freeman: Or why… it was
Pollak: Yeah, I do recall that being written.

Freeman: Or why it was considered necessary at the time?

Pollak: Well, at the time it was, um, we did a volunteer package, we decided to do a volunteer package, I think it was in September, I think it came out in September 1990. And those writers’ guidelines were in that volunteer kit. And that was, um, that was when Esther, that was when Esther had come back from her leave, so that was in that, I don’t know what it was, a six month period or whatever where she was, she was back. And in part that came out of realizing that we needed to be more accessible to writers and to volunteers. Not just, not just, you know, marginalized communities, but just in general. What I described as being my trauma, sitting in the editor’s desk, the editor’s chair after Esther went on her leave and realizing this paper is no more writing itself than I’m flying to the moon, like where are the writers? There aren’t any. Holy shit. So, you know, the need to cultivate collective members, the need to cultivate new writers, the need to support them, that’s what I mean by cultivate them. So. Out of that idea comes a volunteer packages which explains, tries to de-mystify Kinesis as an organization, its relationship to VSW, its, its journalistic traditions, and realizing that it wasn’t just around imperialism but it was around disability, it was around poverty, it was around, you know, all of the, the business of writing with sensitivity and awareness of, of the uh, you know, oppressive features of mainstream English. So that’s where those writers’ guidelines came from, was, uh, trying to provide support to new writers.

Freeman: You had also at that point been talking to I think a black women’s collective. Um, as I read the...

Pollak: Well, the women of colour collective.

Freeman: Women of colour, the women of colour collective. Uh, had been invited in I think to give feedback to you, do you remember that?

Pollak: It wasn’t, um, it was more, um, oh this is where my historical memory is terrible. Um, a woman named Terry Hamizaki got involved with Kinesis. Terry had, my recollection of her involvement was, this happened often at Kinesis. My office, the editor’s office happened to be the closest to the front door. So when a poor unsuspecting, uh, member of the public would wander into VSW for some reason, the first person they would encounter would often be me. It was a bad set up. The VSW didn’t have enough staff to have somebody there, you know, at a front desk. And Terry came in to do some research on, it must have been a, maybe a school paper, I don’t remember, we had a resource centre and a library. So she encountered me and I took her into the resource centre and library, and showed her a few things, and in my mind I’m thinking Oh, she seems like a bright thing, and then talked to her about “Would you like to, you know, do you have any interest in getting involved with this great little volunteer paper?” So that’s how Terry got connected to Kinesis. She came to do some research and she got, just as I got sucked in, she got sucked in. And Terry was, played a really, really important role at Kinesis around, um, the formation of a Woman of Colour caucus. I mean, she started out as a volunteer writer at Kinesis, and I think was going, I mean, she needs to tell her own story, obviously, but my sense was she was in that, I sense of Terry was she was in that stage where, you know, lights were going on and the firecrackers were popping around where her politics were going. And she became a very dynamic voice arguing for Kinesis to change some of its old, entrenched, unconscious habits of excluding women of colour. And the exclusion, of course, was the way it classically works. It’s not conscious, it’s not deliberate, but it’s the whole structure, the whole mechanism is not seeing its whiteness. It’s not seeing its whiteness because it takes it so utterly for granted. And, uh, so Terry, my recollection is that Terry was the mode of force behind the formation of a woman of colour caucus at Kinesis. Um, some of whom were women who were not necessarily working on the paper. You know, explicitly, because they were not connected to the paper because that’s, you know, that’s how it works. You’re outside because you’re outside. So you are outside. And you don’t want to be outside, and you’re going to challenge the, um, the, uh, manifold, manifest structures that are keeping you outside. So, um, we had a meeting, the two groups had a meeting, and my recollection is that the meeting was at the lesbian centre, it was in the evening, and it wasn’t just the women of colour caucus, it was various, women of colour from various, you know, associations. Um, personal and political, who sat, we sat down together and we sort of spoke our pieces to each other. Um, and then, um, you know, there was a, the follow up was us writing a letter to them, and I have a copy of it, us being Kinesis. And then there’s a page in the paper from the women of colour caucus, I don’t know if you’ve seen that, well it would’ve, I have, it’s, yeah, and um, and that’s where the affirmative action hiring, cause Terry’s on the editorial board, and so is Janice Browning who was our typesetter and a writer, really, really great writer, both Terry and Janice were very good writers. Um, so, and, a Lisa MacDonald also on the editorial board, um, who identified as a woman of colour. So, you know, there is a change happening, and uh, yeah. So that’s, if that’s what you’re referring to, yeah.

Freeman: Yeah, I just, I saw references to it in Kinesis, of course you did keep your readers up with that process, to a certain degree. Um, did you, uh, yourself, go through a lot of changes, or struggles, uh, to become aware of the need to incorporate the perspectives of, of different women?

Pollak: Yeah, um, well lots of things went on for me around that, um, on a, on a political level, as far as my, you know my politics analytically speaking, I had no trouble seeing that Kinesis was indeed a, um, a paper whose leadership had been, uh, traditionally white and middle class, although Esther’s not middle class, Esther’s from a, on an editorial level, I viewed Kinesis as being a paper that had done a really good job, I felt, of covering issues to do with First Nations women, women, um, working class women, working women, um, uh, domestic workers, um, immigrant women, women in um, the Global South, like major coverage of women in South Africa, in the Caribbean, uh, in South America, and I think had in its pages a very strong awareness of anti-capitalist and anti-racist politics. The people writing those articles were often white women, but not always. I mean I think if you were to do a content analysis of the coverage from the mid-80s on, you would see that there were, the voices of women of colour are not absent from Kinesis. They are not absent from Kinesis. And, um, either in terms of feature stories, or in terms of authorship, and the other thing is that, um, you know, there weren’t, um, but that said, there were not a lot of regular women volunteers, sort of core collective members, I’m using the word collective in a lower case sense, a collective, who were women of colour. But the women of colour who were writing for Kinesis were not necessarily writing on women of colour issues. Like, they weren’t, they weren’t necessarily writing on, there wasn’t a pigeon-holing there from my point of view. So, but I came to understand that the whole business of stepping aside became really important. That there was a need for white women to do a kind of stepping aside, to not be occupying certain positions any longer in order to make it possible for a change to happen. And change that takes something somewhere that you don’t know where it’s gonna go because it’s not yours any more. I mean that whole ownership thing, the whole idea of ownership. That women of colour perceived Kinesis to be owned by white women made sense to me, even though editorially I think the paper was very, very um, did a pretty good job. So personally I didn’t, I came to understand that I didn’t have trouble with that. There was a particular thing that I remembered having trouble with. And that was there, a demand was put forward, and I believe this was put forward by the women of colour caucus, um, that any, oh do you want more coffee by the way? 

Freeman: No, I’m fine.

Pollak: I’m just smelling, I just smell, I’ll turn it off. That any article written by, about women of the Global South, so covering what was happening in South Africa, or Venezuela, or whatever.
Freeman: (adjusting recorder)

Pollak: No. So not just women outside of Canada, but within Canada, that any article relating to that subject had to be written by a woman from that community, in order, and I disagreed with that. And I remember just on a personal level thinking I’m gonna get creamed for this, you know, that it’s not OK for, it, you know, this is going to be, I’m going to, I’m going to say I don’t agree to this. And I didn’t agree with it from a, I didn’t agree with it from a feminist journalism point of view, because I thought that could mean that we no longer cover all sorts of issues because we literally do not know how to make that connection. At the same time, I understood that the wisdom of the demand, because when you make that demand, you are saying ,yeah, you might not be able to write any stories for a while, because you’re gonna have to work damn hard, you’re gonna have to work harder than you have worked to find the people to do those stories. You are going to have to not do things the way you’d been used to doing things. And, there’s a tension between those two points of view, and um, so at any rate I did, you know, said I don’t agree, think that’s a value that we need to pursue that and we need to work hard at it, but I don’t agree that we cannot never publish an article if about a community if it’s not explicitly written by a member of that community. Um, you know, because you know, among other things we would be getting, you would periodically get messages from a marginalized community saying you’ve got to cover our story, why aren’t you covering our story? You know, and they didn’t want to write the article, they wanted us to write the article. But it’s not an either or, if you can see what I mean, it’s like the, so and, and uh yeah. So, but I, I did, I thought it was really important for white women to do a certain stepping aside, but not leaving. And I think there was a leaving that happened. Yeah.

Freeman: Because they felt they had to step aside?
Pollak: No, I think their leaving was because they didn’t see their pals in the press room. 

Freeman: Ah, I see.

Pollak: Yeah.

Freeman: Simple as that.

Pollak: Yeah, I think it, I think it could be as simple as that, or they didn’t see, or that they, um, didn’t necessarily think the stories they were reading in Kinesis were about their own lives. To which I say, hey, if I wanted to read about my own life in Kinesis, I’d be throwing up (laughs), I mean why do I want to read about my own life? I already know about my own life. I want to read about, I mean really, to me, that’s, I mean I read magazines and newspapers to read about other people’s lives, not to read about my own. I mean yeah, you need to feel that it’s reflecting values that, you know, overarching values that you embrace, but I don’t need to see myself reflected in what I read. Do you know what I mean? It’s a fundamental difference. It’s like, I, yeah.

Freeman: Did you, uh, feel, um, a sense of acceptance when Kinesis no longer published, you know, in 2001 it had its last edition come out, from I think from about 2000, 1999 to 2001 it became somewhat sporadic. A lot of guest editors, um, turnover, after...

Pollak: Agnes. 

Freeman: After Agnes left, I had a former student called Nancy Wong and I keep... (phone rings) Do want to get that or not?

Pollak: I don’t know.

Freeman: .I didn’t.  Yeah, Agnes left in 1998 so I was wondering if you had any, you know, an issue at all with the way it ended, or you thought it was time it ended, or did you have any reaction at all?

Pollak: Yeah, let me just give this a quick listen if you don’t mind.

(Listens to message)

Pollak: Oh, OK, I want to take this call if you don’t mind.

Freeman: OK, alright.

(Pollak talks on phone)

Pollak: You were asking me this very important question about...

Freeman: Just picking up on the ending...

Pollak: Oh, how I felt about when Kinesis folded.

Freeman: Yeah.

Pollak: Um, I, I had, um, I was worn out with Kinesis.

Freeman: Were you?

Pollak: Yeah, I was worn out with Kinesis and I was actually a little discouraged by  what I felt was, um, a lack of editorial tightness in the paper. I didn’t think it was being particularly well edited. Maybe I shouldn’t say that, but I didn’t think it was being, I, I’m of the point of view that your job as an editor is to make the reader really happy, you know, so that they don’t have to become conscious of clunky stuff, it’s like you’ve, it’s like you’ve groomed, you’ve groomed the material. You’ve groomed it and you’ve presented it in a way that, so I just, I didn’t think that the, um, I didn’t think it was being as well edited as it could have been to make it accessible, to make it accessible to readers. And, uh, yeah, so, I, I felt as though Kinesis had done, you know, had been fabulous for a long time and just needed to either really do that change that I talked about earlier of, of overall conception, how it presented itself esthetically, um, how it conceived of itself, if it’s going to become less of a newspaper, where you find news and where you find analysis of current events and where you find, um, hardcore information in a way, then but become more of a paper of commentary. You know, like understand the changes that you’ve gone through. So yeah, I think it was, um, you know it’s terrible to lose the paper, but, uh, I think all sorts of things made it very difficult for that paper to be sustained.

Freeman: Can you think of a few?

Pollak: Economics, for one. Um, well, it’s the, I think I spoke to it when I was talking earlier about what I saw as the technological change, the white flight, the, the um, the women’s movement itself to the extent of it being a stand-alone movement in its own right, um, and then the whole esthetics of communication, and I’m calling it the esthetics, but I mean more, I mean the medium, the medium itself, it was tired. The medium was tired, man. Yeah. Kinesis needed to become super edgy, in some way, and it didn’t. You know, it became, um, uh, yeah.

Freeman: Well speaking of edginess, let’s go back to something you were saying a little earlier, um, and that was, uh, we were talking about the hot button issues, and you were saying that there wasn’t that much lesbian content in Kinesis, and I was agreeing with you. Um, I went through some of those stories, because I focused on that, for one of the papers that was presented at a conference, uh, here. Not just Kinesis, but Pandora, La vie en rose, and Broadside, I wanted to take a look at the lesbian content. And one of the things I notice was that once people decided through those articles who was a lesbian, whether it was, you know, whether you embraced it as part of your politics or you were always gay, um, and what kind of lesbian, and then we go through, well are you monogamous, non-monogamous, are you, do you identify as butch, or femme, or as a lesbian feminist, or you know, how do you identify, and then there was the whole issue of sexual practice. There wasn’t a whole lot on any of that in Kinesis...

Pollak: In Kinesis, yeah.

Freeman: Or any of the others. There was some stuff on, um, celebrating lesbian sexuality by, uh, the strip tease shows, uh, sexploitation panel, uh, S&M,  all that kind of stuff. So when you were talking about wondering if Kinesis was doing too much lesbian stuff, even though you knew it wasn’t, were you talking about the kinds of, uh, content, the kind of, the aspects of lesbianism that was being covered, and actually it was mostly reviews more than first person stuff, or, you know, uh, announcements of what was going on at the sexploitation panel or whatever.

Pollak: You know, in a, it’s interesting to hear you describe this, ‘cause it’s always great to have an outsider, you know, reflect on what you have and haven’t done. My initial response to that is that in general, I would say Kinesis was a paper that did not look at the soft side of life. There was very little about relationships of any sort, whether it was mother-daughter, mother-son, uh, husband-wife, um, friendship, um, family, community. We had very little to say about our hearts, and our souls, for that matter, in general, I would say. Because we were such a newspaper, right? So when I say you know how The Globe and Mail now has a section called Life, where it looks at, you know, what you’re eating, what you’re wearing, who you’re fucking, and, and, and you know, how your parents are dying. Um, we didn’t do that, you know? And it’s kind of remarkable that we didn’t. We would have, we would have a story on daycare and the lack of daycare, and daycare policy, and, but we wouldn’t have many stories on what it is to be a mom, or what it is to be a daughter. And as you say, as you rightly say, you would come across that sort of stuff in arts reviews because our artists and our writers and our poets were looking at those things, and we would review their work, although that’s another whole, whole question, the quality of the, um, reviewing writing that we did. We had some great columnists, arts columnists, thank God for those great arts columnists, who would just do a good job at presenting all sorts of material. And we would occasionally have some very fine arts reviewing going on, but we would often have some pretty bad arts reviewing, you know, the sort of descriptive arts reviewing rather than the reflective or the analytical. And, um, you know, we, I can remember we did do, I think we had a workshop once on arts reviewing, and how you, how to be good at it. Um, and we had a very vibrant feminist arts community in Vancouver, you know, wonderful sculptors and painters and poets and blah, blah, blah. But as far as the, you know, non-arts review part of it, we didn’t look at that soft stuff, so that we didn’t explore issues of lesbian sexuality, or lesbian relationships, or, that’s where, that’s partially why. So I don’t think it was, I don’t think it’s so much because it was hot button as that it was, (pause) we were puritans, what can I say (laughs).
Freeman: You were puritans (laughs)?

Pollak: No, no, we weren’t puritans at all. No, this is very, well we weren’t, but I would say that, um, yeah, I think that there was a certain, I think there actually I think there was a certain, um, not puritan, that absolutely would be the wrong word, I was joking when I said puritan. But there was a certain, um, you know, that Emma Kivisild, that you would have found her in Emma’s time, that there was more, that there was at least something on lesbianism from a, that’s more from the social or cultural or sexual point of view rather than lesbian rights.

Freeman: Yes.

Pollak: Rather than lesbian...

Freeman: There was a fair amount on lesbian rights., that’s right.
Pollak: Yup. Yes, there were lesbian rights, because that would have fallen under news. And, uh, social change. But as far as lesbian culture, or lesbian sexual mores, or, then it would be, Emma makes perfect sense, because of course Emma’s the artist, and is the member of the Kiss and Tell collective, and is, you know, fascinated by those kinds of dynamics. Whereas other editors, myself included, we would have been fascinated by it in our personal lives, and pretty comfortable with it in our personal lives, but not knowing how to cover it in the paper except in the cultural pages. It’s interesting. But that’s consistent with not having commentary, not having an opinion, not having rant. You know? Not having a lot of first person voices in Kinesis. And, of course, a very strong anti-poetry policy (laughs).

Freeman: Oh yes, that’s right (laughs).

Pollak: Did Esther hammer that one in for you? 

Freeman: No, but I picked up on that, and I think it was even somewhere in your guidelines, we don’t do poetry.

Pollak: We don’t do poetry!
Freeman: Because as we know there’s good poetry and there’s really bad poetry. Um, I, yeah, one of the things I did come across, and that is several references to the whole S&M debate. And I’ve always been a little puzzled by it, because as far as I know, in, you know, in my life, it just didn’t seem to come up particularly, except maybe at the odd lesbian conference when somebody would come to a workshop, and these people were always considered to be quite fringey and sort of out there. And I guess considering that I guess I’m curious about why there was such a, I mean I do understand why there was an argument about whether or not it was acceptable feminist practice, for example, um, because there was...

Pollak: Acceptable lesbian practice. It was lesbian S&M that people were, were, vexed about, it wasn’t heterosexual S&M. 

Freeman: Yeah. But it, the argument was, well, women shouldn’t abuse each other, that was from the people who opposed it, and for people who were for it, in the ‘80s the argument was, well, it is consensual because it’s two women and therefore, you know, it can be seen as part of having control over your own body, therefore it’s feminist.

Pollak: Well, and it’s also about pleasure. And choice.

Freeman: Well it’s also about pleasure and choice, yeah. And then later on, in the ‘90s, uh, Shannon Ash reviewed a book, and quoted a woman, I think it was Kathy Miriam, as saying in  one of her articles, well actually it’s now turned into something that the youngsters say is a rebellion against feminism. And I don’t know, I just thought it was interesting that you and Kinesis and Broadside were picking up on these discussions, but Pandora didn’t, and I don’t think La vie en rose did. So I’m just, I’m just trying to figure out why, what was the difference?

Pollak: OK, so I think one of the major differences could be that we had an arts community in Vancouver that was looking at S&M.

Freeman: OK.

Pollak: And the ob, you know, one of the obvious examples of that was the Kiss and Tell collective with their show Drawing the Line. Which was explicitly, um, a show that explored people’s sense of sexual acceptability. 
Freeman: That’s right.

Pollak: Um, so they did that in a really creative, um, way, that allowed a lot of people to enter into the discussion on both a personal level and a, and a, you know, political level. So that’s one of the reasons why you would find that happening in Vancouver, probably. Um, I think the reason the issue was so, had salience, was because this is the ‘90s, the ‘80s rather, the ‘80s and the ‘90s are the era of the women’s movement where the lid is being blown off child sexual abuse. Right? I mean when is it that that starts getting talked about in our communities? I think it’s in the mid ‘80s, isn’t it?

Freeman: Yeah, pretty well.

Pollak: And that is a, a major backdrop to what is going on as far as a, you know, a very profound and very difficult exploration of pain in a lot of individual’s lives, and a critique of patriarchy, and a grappling for ways of, of being respectful, and ways of healing, and, and so when that is happening at the same time that the, um, this sexual explorations are happening in around S&M or around edgy sex, you know, around non-vanilla sex, around polyamory, you know, any number of things that have to do with, um, sexual creativity. Those two things are basically happening at the same time.

Freeman: So what’s the connection between the sexual abuse as a child and the S&M, or what was the connection that was being made?

Pollak: Well, uh, I think the S&M on a surface level appears to be somebody inflicting pain on somebody else for sexual gratification. Uh, on a superficial level, that can resonate with having been raped as a child. Somebody inflicting pain on somebody else for sexual, their own sexual gratification. I’m not drawing the parallel between the two.

Freeman: No, I understand.

Pollak: But I can see how that would, if you, if you are a survivor of child sexual abuse and your community, which you consider to be the place that is, that will listen to you, that will hear you, that will give you space, is, that parts of that community are exploring, um, you know, forms of sexuality that appear to you to be, uh, you know that resonate with a sense of being violated, that you know are playing with power and power imbalances, then there’s a freak out that happens. And I, I understand that in a way. It’s, you know, it’s very convoluted what’s going on there, but that’s at least part of what’s going on, I would say.

Freeman: There were, I think there was a mention in Shannon’s review of, I think again it was Miriam saying that the practitioners were feeling that they were working through their child sexual abuse issues by practicing S&M.

Pollak: Yeah, oh, some of them would have said that. Oh it was a, it’s a fascinating issue. And a huge, you’re absolutely right, it was a total hot button issue in the women’s community as was pornography.

Freeman: Yes, yeah.

Pollak: And VSW, Vancouver Status of Women, um, had a very, you know and of course the pornography thing happened, pornography thing, to put it totally simplistically.

Freeman: The big debate, yeah.

Pollak: The big debate, in, in part was related to the proliferation of a technology that hadn’t existed until the, what, the early ‘80s, and that’s videos. I mean in the 1970s, there were no corner video stores selling porn, or renting porn rather, and then suddenly there are. And that’s at least part of where the impetus for that anti-porn movement comes from, is it’s in your face, it’s everywhere in a way that it hadn’t been before, literally hadn’t been before. And there is something different about, you know, taped porn and you know  skin magazines. So that was another very, very big issue for Kinesis, and VSW sort of charted a path with the porn debates, the porn wars, which was more or less what I would characterize as we don’t like censorship and we don’t like a lot of porn. You know. Which is an interesting balancing act. And uh, I’d say a number of us at VSW travelled quite an interesting, VSW and Kinesis, travelled quite an interesting journey from a pretty, um, conventional feminist anti-porn outlook to a, hmm, this is more complicated, both in terms of we don’t want the state regulating it, because we know where they’re going to go with it, and you know, porn has its, porn has its complexities and its points. And look who’s porn gets censored first.

Freeman: Yes. Lesbian and gay men.

Pollak: Yeah, and the other stuff is Scot-free, so.

Freeman: Did you, did VSW ever give you directives as to how they wanted you to handle this or any other...

Pollak: Absolutely not, never. Never. Never. And um, you know, that was one of the brilliant things about Kinesis, was that firstly we had a publisher, that had um, an infrastructure, an administrative infrastructure that was hugely helpful and important to Kinesis. We did not have to manage our subscriptions, we did not have to manage our books, um, and we did not have to scramble to find our digs. We were part, you know, we had space. Um, you know, we had an infrastructure, an administrative infrastructure that was very, very helpful. Um, and it’s also the case that the Kinesis editor took very seriously their responsibilities to do with the financial well-being of the paper, and maintaining subscribers, and having subscription drives and advertising, and you know, we were very um, we were not blithe about our economic existence. We knew that we had to be taking care of that business, and we did quite well. And I would say that one of the things that happened, I think, to Kinesis in the ‘90s was that, um, when I was involved with VSW, when I was involved with Kinesis rather and prior to that, there was an understanding in VSW that Kinesis in many ways was the jewel in the crown of the organization. So there was a lot of regard for Kinesis, a lot of, um, desire to support it and uh, no sense of messing with it editorially. And you know, that’s very interesting, but I think because, I think in part because Gayla Reid had been such a substantial first editor and that she had a journalistic background from her family that some very good practices and mindsets were laid down at VSW as far as Kinesis’s editorial independence. That said, um, Kinesis also reflected the political interests of VSW. So for instance, when I first got involved with Kinesis, and I was actually hired on a grant at VSW, my first involvement with Kinesis, VSW was getting very interested in free trade, women and free trade, and very interested in Meech Lake, that constit, those macro political issues which are on the surface not capital F, you know they’re, they’re obviously totally feminist issues but they’re not obviously the way daycare or violence against women or pay equity are. But VSW’s politics were very, very sophisticated, and so Kinesis as a result did major coverage on free trade, on constitutional amendments, and uh, we were really, is it behind the 8-ball? Is that a good thing? We were really behind the 8-ball on that reflecting VSW’s preoccupations. And um. You know, so you know, Kinesis was never, was not an organ of VSW, but it was, you know, we were sympathetic to those political issues as well. So one of the things that happened was that when, when I left Kinesis and when Fatima came on, I can’t remember when the administrator at VSW also changed, but the administrator at VSW changed, and they became people who no longer had an appreciation of Kinesis as firstly being, um, I mean I, I’m, I don’t have detailed knowledge of this but I have a sense of it, there became conflict between VSW and Kinesis. I think that was in part because Kinesis was no longer, um, as self-sufficient, because subscriptions were falling off I think because less attention was paid to some of those administrative levels of, you know, the housekeeping. I think less attention was paid to that, I think there was a, a, yeah. And so at one point Kinesis came very close to losing its second class mailing privileges, or whatever it’s called.

Freeman: Yes, the postal subsidies were being tinkered with by the feds.

Pollak: Postal subsidies were being tinkered with, but there was also a failure to report on Kinesis’s part. Kinesis also did something that was, you know, screwed up, in some way. And so there was conflict happening between the...

Freeman: Failure to report, sorry, was that something, a form that had to be filled in?

Pollak: It might have been, yeah. Something very basic. And, uh, you know, so, they were not, uh, there wasn’t the same support being offered.

Freeman: Mm, I see.

Pollak: Yeah. I have to go to the bathroom. 

Freeman: OK. We can pause for that.

Pollak: (Yells from afar) Thanks, Barb!

Freeman: (laughs) That’s alright. I won’t turn off the machine, we’ll just let it run until you come back.

(Pause of a couple of minutes)

Pollak: Abortion was never an issue.

Freeman: Abortion was never an issue for you?

Pollak: No, for anybody. VSW, at Kinesis we published stories about abortion and access to abortion all the time, it was never an issue. Never a problem.

Freeman: Does that mean, you were talking earlier on about letters to the editor, and I mean, sometimes something would come up in which, on the lesbian issue or on, sometimes just in-fights between groups in Vancouver, um...

Pollak: There was a whole Women in Focus in-fight, there was a whole, oh, well there was the whole, this is way back when, the whole Rape Relief controversy, the WAVAW controversy. I wasn’t involved in the paper when those were going on, but. 
Freeman: So occasionally you would get a letter.

Pollak: That was a big stink in the, uh, Vancouver women’s movement. Yeah, there would be, there would be, yeah. We didn’t, we would cover, um, problems in women’s organizations periodically, didn’t do it a lot, but we would cover them periodically.

Freeman: Why did you not have, well on the masthead, why was it not clearer who was the editor, because the editor really was in charge of the day to day stuff, was she not?

Pollak: Oh, she was in charge of the day to day stuff, she was salaried, she was in charge of the overall sort of marshalling of the paper and she had incredible influence in what was in the paper. By virtue of if she didn’t, there would be no paper, you know, not because she was a, a, a, dictator, but it was, as I said it was like the responsibility and the power were rather evenly matched. Um, I don’t know. I don’t actually don’t know where that came from of not saying who the editor was. Or of breaking out any of the jobs. ‘Cause there was an advertising co-ordinator, there was a distribution co-ordinator, there was a typesetter, there was a layout and design co-ordinator, and there was an editor. Those were all paid positions. I don’t know.

Freeman: OK, but some of them were part time.

Pollak: Oh yeah, they were all part time except for the editor. The editor was full time, and was, they were a staff person at VSW, and they participated in staff meetings and other, concerned themselves with the overall organization in various ways.

Freeman: But the reason that...

Pollak: Don’t know.

Freeman: Maybe it was just a collective decision to...

Pollak: It predated my time and it never occurred  to me to change it. 

Freeman: OK. And no editorials, why was that, because that’s not...

Pollak: Predated my time and it never, and it, as I mentioned earlier, it, the idea of writing editorials, we would have had to have had, we would have had to have developed a kind of a consensus on an issue, on issues, and that’s not what we were in the business of doing. We were not in the business of doing that. We were, um, we considered ourselves a newspaper of record. So we tried to cover things rather than steer things.

Freeman: That’s interesting. Because it’s closer to a mainstream model in certain ways than you might think.

Pollak: Oh, I have no trouble seeing it as a mainstream model. I agree with you. That’s what I, I think that’s one of the, that is one of my perceptions of Kinesis is that it was very um, very mainstream in many of its values. You know. Yeah.

Freeman: I think that’s just about all I’ve got, and my last question to you, um, is,  is there anything else that you’d like to add or say about your experience at Kinesis, or Kinesis itself, or anything you felt we haven’t covered here?

Pollak: Gosh. Um, hmm. Wish we’d had more poetry.

Freeman: You wish you’d had more poetry?

Pollak: I’m joking. 

Freeman: (laughs)

Pollak: That is a total, total joke. No, I think I, I think I’ve probably pretty well covered it. 

Freeman: OK, great.

Pollak: Yeah. I mean, it was a fabulous thing to be part of Kinesis. Yeah. A lot of, it was an incubator for a lot of women, actually, as far as being writers was concerned. Yeah.

Freeman: Would you do it again?

Pollak: Oh, in a heartbeat. Oh, seriously, uh, when I say Kinesis was an incubator for a lot of women, I include myself in that. I mean Press Gang was my cradle, I’m getting my little incubator metaphors mixed up here, but yeah, it was a newspaper that, um, there are numbers of women connected to Kinesis who went on to become writers, or editors, or um, yeah. There’s a woman named Kaija Pepper who wrote dance stuff and she’s now one of the dance writers for The Globe and Mail. I mean, I’m not saying she got her start in Kinesis, but, you know, it’s very, um, yeah. And I have to say I, um, although I do consider Kinesis to have not, um, provided a certain kind of, uh, cultural space as far as opinion pieces, or editorials, or those more personal explorations, as far as having been somewhat of a newspaper of record, I think it was, uh, a powerful, powerful thing to that. And I, I miss that. I miss that there’s not that happening now. Mind you, well, we live in different times. We’ve got so many different sources now that we can get bits and pieces. You know, we live in such a, a fractured, uh, news environment now. So. It’s just so different. I don’t think we’re ever going to see a newspaper again. It’s not going to be what it is. So for its time, I think it’s fab.

Freeman: OK, thank you. This is the end of the interview.
