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Freeman: So, this is an interview with Fatima Jaffer, on the third of June 2008, and I’m going to start by asking you to tell me a little bit about yourself, a brief biography.

Jaffer: So, I was born in Kenya, in Mombasa. My heritage is actually West Indian, like Kudrat Kachi (?), and a Muslim, and my family came, my grandfather came to Kenya. And we had very strong, I don’t know if you’re familiar with the South Asian community, but we really hold on to where we’re from. So it was a mix of those two, and Mombasa was a place that was very, uh, mixed in terms of Muslim, well actually it was primarily Muslim, but, uh, Christian, and Hindu, and so on, and some non-religions, a lot of atheists, and um, uh, some of more traditional tribal religions and so on. Um, and there was a real melting pot, it was a real mix. And melting pot not like an American thing, but where people really did engage with each other, stayed in their own as well. And I think, I’m mentioning the details because I think they’ve influenced where I’ve come from, um, with my anti-racism. Um, and, uh, I went to school, I went to a very mixed school in Mombasa ,and  like most of the children of middle class brown people (laughs), South Asians, I was sent to school in England, eventually, so I went to school from, later, 12-18, in London, actually in Wales. Um, came back there, I was active with the newspaper there called Coast Week. Little tiny thing, and I just basically made coffee and read things and had conversations. I didn’t really do much, a little copy editing. Um, but I knew, you know, very young on, that I wanted to be a journalist. What I didn’t know was  I had these alternate politics, you know, cross over the whole way through my life, so, you know. Came to Canada, um, in 1980, December ’81, actually, so more ’82, and, um, went straight to McGill, uh, did my bachelor’s there in English Lit. My dad was, you know, women are not journalists, uh, journalists are prostitutes and sluts. Which is what they were known as back home, like, if you were a journalist, you were a loose woman. And men were journalists, and women were not. And if they were, like I said, they slept with everyone in town for the story, and they were susceptible and vulnerable to men’s attacks, and so on. So we had a really bad rep. Um, so, we had this huge fight for seven years about, you know, me wanting to get into journalism, and him saying, you know, he would disown me, and so on. Um, and eventually I did, went to Western and did my master’s, uh, tried to get work in Toronto and, um, did get a job with the Winnipeg Free Press but I didn’t take it, because  the weather sucked. And it was winter time, too, and I was terrified of, I was from Mombasa and I was very sure I never wanted to be in Canada, couldn’t stand the weather, couldn’t stand being in a white country, or in America, or anything, it was just very, uh, resistant to, uh, very reactionary and you know, 20-something, and just really brash and arrogant and, uh, strong minded about wanting to go back home. I studied journalism to go back, not to stay. And along the way at Western, um, it, actually before Western I was part of the McGill Daily. And that was an influence on me, uh, in terms of, and just being in Montreal. Because the two big movements were the anti-apartheid movements, which was been done by the black church and churches, mostly, and um, but a lot of the people of colour activism around it was around the black churches, and I think all of it, generally, and the pro-Palestinian movement was very big, very strong there. So those were the two big influences, and got involved with that. Noticed that there was a gender thing happening, but um, it wasn’t my primary focus, though everything I wrote about was women, but I didn’t really make the connection. Feminists were white. Lesbians were white. You know, so had nothing to do with me. And, uh, but I think I was a feminist all the way. And I should say the influence of feminism was very much my mom, who was in an abusive relationship and fought back, and was the only woman to this day, I mean people will acknowledge that back home, that spoke out and said this is wrong and actually thought it was wrong to be beaten, and, you know, controlled. So I think that was a huge influence. So I think my feminism has been, you know, active all the way through, but I just never used the term, I didn’t know it. Uh, but later I found out that a lot of what I believed and fought for and a lot of my consciousness was all, was very what we called here feminism. And, um, you know, once I found the term I’ve stuck with it, I love that term. So, um, uh, came to Vancouver, worked for a bank, uh, I couldn’t find a job, did teller, all kinds of things. A lot of bias around being a person of colour looking for work, um, a lot of prejudice, as soon as they saw you, they heard your voice, they’re fine, they heard your name, they kind of immediately the job wasn’t available, you know. It was so in your face and obvious in those days. And, um, so I went to, I decided to, uh, apply for one of those UI (Unemployment Insurance) jobs, and worked at the Vancouver Women’s Health Collective, and, um, did a project, a mini book on hysterectomy, the effect on women, of all the...

Freeman: That was better for you, was it?
Jaffer: It was awful, actually. The Vancouver Women’s Health Collective was not great, but there was one woman there who was very conscious of, those are very early days when they were doing anti-racism workshops. Um, and they were just starting, in Vancouver anyway, with some of these workshops, and this is 1980, uh, ‘8. So it’s not that far... I mean actually anti-racism was already kind of up and around, but much more so in Ontario than it was here. A lot of the movers and shakers from Vancouver had moved to Toronto, too, the ones who had been part of the early kind of waves like (names are unclear), you know, those kinds of people who had actually ventured into white women’s organizations, who were trying to change things, the precursors of mine at VSW, Vancouver Status of Women. Um, Vancouver Status of Women’s offices were right next door to the Vancouver Women’s Health Collective, we were on the same floor of the same building. Vancouver Women’s Health Collective at the time, you know, they were very proudly, “We’re white, we’re middle class, and what’s wrong with that,” you know, that was very much the attitude. So you kind of had to tread carefully, of course, um, and for some reason I think, they had never seen anyone like me, but I was very immigrant, but I also had, you know, done a lot of stuff back home as well, so I was very outspoken and wasn’t intimidated. Um, and I didn’t have that, having grown up here, being second generation and dismissed, and I hadn’t learned to get along with white people in the way that people here do, but I had in the way that people back home do, which is with a lot of trust and openness, in a sense, even though I was like, resisting it, so. I, I shouldn’t stress, like don’t get into that, because it’s really, uh, complex, you know, at times. 
Freeman: Did that  lead you to Kinesis? 

Jaffer: Yeah. We shared the same bathroom, which was our smoking room, the men’s bathroom, because there were no men on our floor, and we smoked together, and that’s how I got involved, um. And I didn’t want to write, actually after I graduate from Western for about four years, couldn’t write a thing. I felt I had to unlearn everything they’d taught me. It had been quite traumatic, actually. Um, I did very well at school, but I, I um, I mean they train people for the Globe and Mail, and politically, I mean everything I wrote about.. I discovered was, that there were aboriginal people in this country, what was really going on. And I really had a very sketchy idea of, you know, any of that. The whole abortion thing, Morgentaler, was ’88. The striking down of the abortion laws, so those are like, huge impact on me. And, um, and pretty much everything I was writing about was women, but I still didn’t really get the connection until I left the bank and went to work. Uh, and that was like, ’90, for the Vancouver Women’s Health Collective. And, um, VSW recruited me. Nancy Pollak was dying to leave Kinesis, she was burnt out, and she couldn’t find someone to take over, and so she was kind of grooming me, and she conned me into applying for a job as a production co-ordinator. So I was laying out the paper and very quickly got into it all, and wrote my first article in years, and it went from there. And I think four months later I was the editor of Kinesis. And they did do an open, you know, editorial hiring, like, hiring for the editor. But a key part of what made this one different was it was an affirmative action hiring. It was specifically to find a woman of colour to come into Kinesis, so, um. Which, as you can imagine, contributed to the backlash that happened after I took over.
Freeman: What do you mean, backlash?

Jaffer:  So, I know we’re jumping ahead. And since then, I’ve worked in the anti-violence movement, um, various violence against women organizations doing research, so, you know, battered women’s support services, I’ve worked with, I can’t remember all the organizations, but something called Project Violence Free in New West(minster )and  Burnaby, so in terms of a bio, I’m just trying to think, so. Will that do?

Freeman: Oh yeah.  So, you came to Kinesis fairly late, with the production, starting with production, and then you came to be editor. What was your view of feminism then? Um, it must have been, I think, it was a time of transition, certainly for white women, but  what was it like from your side?
Jaffer: See I think I had, I mean I owned the term as soon as I heard it, because it made sense to me, in the same way that when you know you’re a feminist, you’re a feminist. Um, when, you know, so feminism for me was having been there for my mother, and listening, not judging, not moving away, you know, compassion, um, uh, believing in economic, you know, equity, and, you know, and so on. So it’s interesting you ask me that, because Kinesis’s hiring practices, especially for the editor, one of their first questions is “What is feminism to you?” And, uh, I can’t remember what I did, you know, but I remember, maybe Nancy does, you know, because she liked my answer, but I remember thinking it’s the most difficult question I’ve ever heard in my life, you know, I mean, it just, you know, blew me away. Um, what I saw, you know, having been next door, reading the paper, getting involved, was, um, I mean, and I think VSW was a unique place. Like, I was not impressed with Vancouver Women’s Health Collective. But I loved the idea of providing health information to women and questioning the medical system. You know, and using their own research to actually, you know, or some of the research, but um, taking on mainstream structures that were so, you know, kind of daunting and intimidating and getting into them,  so. Or the computer, I was, my first job was actually training people on the computer. Uh, which I had learned on the job, I, that’s what I was doing at the bank. I lied, I had never touched a computer in my life, and got a job as their PC consultant. Um, and learned really, really fast, but just not being, feeling, um, I’m not gonna, I don’t feel very articulate about this question. But, uh, what I was seeing very quickly was, I mean, if there was anything on women of colour, it was always written by a white woman, about Guatemala, or about, you know, South Africa. And having been, come from those places, and knowing how I felt about, you know, back home. I mean I was born right at colonization time. You know, I mean, I grew up with not being allowed to touch windows or doors and, you know, being the first kid of colour to go into the British Council Library because I won an essay competition, and walking in there and saying, you know, I am fucking going to walk in there, (Freeman chuckles) and being intimidated and shaking, um, and having people obviously look down at you like this, um, and I was like 12. Um, so I had a chip on my shoulder too, um, like, as well. But I also felt I think, from that time on that, you know, in a sense, um, I guess I’m anti-marginalization of myself, you know, I didn’t want to contribute to the marginalization. I don’t feel I’m lesser, ever, you know, I never do, you know? So I, um, I mean not around race. I do in lots of other ways as a woman. Um, but uh, I think I saw, you know, Dionne Brand being covered in the paper, and Makeda Silvera, but it was always the same people, and it was always, if there was a cover with a woman of colour on it, it would be either one of those two, only those two. And, um...

Freeman: I think you interviewed them both yourself, didn’t you?

Jaffer: At some points, yeah, later on. But for a long time I didn’t want to interview either of them, because they’d been in the paper. You know, I wanted to look at who hadn’t been, you know, and how rich that world was. And I didn’t want to just go with what white women thought were acceptable women of colour, you know. Of course I got over that, and within several months, like, not a long time. But my initial thing was, why does it only have to be the ones that, you know, are palatable? And it really was, you know. But to me, if they got into the paper it was, they were being seen. And there were so many other people I knew were producing and doing that weren’t being seen. Many of them featured in Kinesis or worked in Kinesis have gone on to win Governor General’s Awards, and gone on to do these amazing things, but many of them will attribute their start to what we formed when I was a production co-ordinator, the women’s collect, the women of colour caucus, which we called “Not just another page collective.” And so that’s the idea, not just another page. But actually fully integrated throughout the paper, not a flavour, and not a particular feature..

Freeman: or a token.

Jaffer: And a token. So, um, I saw Nancy as being very well meaning, because affirmative action at the time .. there was a lot of debate about what that meant, and, you know, whether it was women with disabilities, women of colour, aboriginal women, and so on. It was, um, you were being hired on the basis of that thing, and to fit in to something that was already existing, not to change it. Not to really disturb the culture that was already, um, you know, and had been practiced for so long. So Nancy wanted something different, but she knew she couldn’t stick around to actually handle it. So she was very honest about that, and I think that’s good, I appreciated it a lot of Nancy, because she was very resistant to some of the things I was bringing in, but she wanted to make it absolutely possible for me to really, you know, shift something. She understood the need for the shift. She didn’t necessarily know if she could handle it by being around, but she was for a little bit, um, so there was a transition, um, Not Just Another Page Collective, uh, you know, coincidentally at the time, a lot of the other smaller jobs, um, at Kinesis, we had four positions…I think we had four… at that time. We had a production co-ordinator, we had a typesetter, and interestingly the typesetter was already a woman of colour. I was the production coordinator at that point, and, uh, and then Nancy was stepping down, so then I was the editor and we had the production coordinator job...

Freeman: And you had the advertising coordinator.
Jaffer: And we had the advertising co-ordinator, who was also, and it’s a separate job, the distribution piece was only 10 hours a month. Um, and that person happened to take both. Um, and uh, because everything was in flux, suddenly all of these women of colour came in. So it made it so much easier, you know. But um, but I wasn’t just the Kinesis editor, I was also with the Vancouver Status of Women. This is a unique thing about Kinesis, what made it possible, is having a publisher that was a women’s organization that had a hands off (editorial) policy, a really...

Freeman: It really was, was it?
Jaffer: It really was. They tried a few times, like, they tried several times, you know, I mean, you needed a strong editor to kind of keep them in check.

Freeman: They tried to interfere?

Jaffer: Occasionally. They would say things like “That might be a bit strong and we’re trying to get money from that person,” and you know, “you don’t have to, maybe you can hold back on the story a month? I mean, don’t stop but maybe hold back.” Absolutely not, I mean, even if it was for the good of VSW. As soon as they said it, it was just wrong, you know. Um, because it would compromise us, and if we did that, like if we agreed to that, then we’d agree to something else, so.

Freeman: Can you think of an example?

Jaffer: Um, I wouldn’t want to say. 
Freeman: Okay.

Jaffer: Because, um, there wasn’t a, it was a bad um, thing in our history, I think. Um, and it wasn’t really my decision, but there was something that happened that affected VSW adversely that Kinesis kind of fell into it. {Whispers: I can’t..(?)}  It was a woman and, you know, there was, um, I mean one of the things, Kinesis did not believe in personal attacks. It was never meant for personal attacks against people. 

Freeman: That’s right.

Jaffer: And that was very, very strongly, you know, I mean we tried very hard not to get into that, you know. And I’m only saying we tried very hard, I think we did, um, not do it, but I think maybe others might think we did. But, um, I don’t think we did, and that was, like, for me, like, one of the, you know.. I got shit from women of colour around that, mostly, not from white women. And I got shit around, sorry, you know, the WAVAW- Rape Relief  rift. 
Freeman: Okay, okay.

Freeman: So there was a lot of that, too. And how to kind of cover a story, everything was a challenge, because how do you cover some very, very difficult issues, for example, a dispute between the, uh, the domestic caregivers, the west coast caregivers association and the domestic workers association were fighting. And, you know, how do you cover this without getting into the personalities of the people involved in this struggle?

Freeman: Were you being accused of taking sides?

Jaffer: Absolutely, always. Always. Getting accused of taking sides, um, uh, not furthering, (you know), I mean for us the primary thing was to further the movement, and not to shy away from debates. So I think Esther (Shannon) will talk to you about this too, and Nancy (Pollak). I mean, everyone felt very strongly about taking on things that were very unpopular and not really what people wanted us to touch, right, because it’s dirty laundry. Um, and, what was really important to us at the time, Kinesis was being read by the CBC, we were breaking stories. Globe and Mail, they were getting stories from us, and they were running with them. Um, I can’t remember the other media, but a lot of mainstream media were reading us. And so for example the polygamy issue in BC. We broke that story. Kinesis, where they first heard about it, and that was Luanne Armstrong, who was writing in Kinesis about that. There was, um, uh, Theresa Tate, and something around the aboriginal, some, something that the, uh, department of Aboriginal Affairs did, I wish I could remember that story, where we were almost sued over that, you know, we had a lawyer, and retained her the whole way through, too, you know. And uh, that was one time I had to call on her, uh, and they backed down. But that one CBC and the Globe and Mail picked up on, you know, and so on. So we were being watched, but we were very, um, we knew that, I mean we had the integrity of journalists, too, in that we weren’t running anything that we didn’t feel could stand, anywhere, you know, on its own. We wanted to be picked up, you know. And at the same time we wanted to be able to discuss the complex, difficult issues within the movement, because we believed that’s what moved the movement forward. Um, I feel like I’m all over the place with this.

Freeman: No, you’re not, and I think you share that same idea with the people who were on Broadside at the same time, I think they were using the same sort of approach. So...

Jaffer: Yes. Sorry, speaking of those kind, like relationships with media, perhaps in our time, the strongest connection we had with another paper, we saw ourselves as sister papers, we did with everyone, and we shared with everyone, but, it was Off Our Backs in San Francisco and a magazine called Bad Attitude, which is not a porn magazine out of San Francisco, but Bad Attitude was a cutting edge magazine doing some of the same things Kinesis was doing, you know, pushing the anti-racism agenda, broadening the international perspective, getting into globalization, issues of  globalization, all new. Economic restructuring stuff that wasn’t just about structural readjustment programs in the third world, but what was happening in Canada, and making the connections. These are all issues being broken by, I mean, or written by Bad Attitude, Off Our Backs and Kinesis. So we affiliated more with those...

Freeman: So you felt more connected with the west coast more than central Canada, although you had a feminist (publications) conference ….
Jaffer: Well, Bad Attitude was London, England. 
Freeman: Sorry

Jaffer: Yeah. So London, England, San Francisco, and us. Less so with, quite a bit with Women’s Space, too, but Women’s Space was going through a different, in...

Freeman: Edmonton. Or are you thinking of the Womanist in Ottawa?
Jaffer: Womanist, sorry, I’m thinking of the Womanist, yeah, sorry, more than the, and not with, for example, Herizons, at all, because Herizons frame themselves as a magazine. You’re going to hear a lot, from all of us, about how important it was to be a newspaper and not a magazine, even though we were monthly. 
Freeman: Oh!

Jaffer: Very, very strongly. And how we didn’t run poetry, was the other thing that made us different.

Freeman: You wanted to be more topical than a magazine, is that what...

Jaffer: And we wanted to be cutting edge political. We wanted to create a real newspaper, even though it was a monthly newspaper, for the women’s movement, (Freeman says “right” several times) where we’re not holding back, we are creating an opportunity for women to learn very specific skills, it wasn’t just writing, we wanted to, um, we wanted to um, 
Freeman: Teach women?

Jaffer: Yeah, we wanted to teach women. So there was always an element of that. That was a huge part of everything we did at Kinesis. And when, you know, leads to what eventually broke Kinesis, too, one of the reasons of why Kinesis died. But, you know, we had about 60 volunteers per issue, you know, whether they were writers.. 
Freeman. A lot.

Jaffer: A lot, writers, people who came in to proof read, layout, cut and paste, because we were doing literal cut and paste.

Freeman: Did you ever get to desktop publishing?

Jaffer: Yeah, we did, totally, in fact, completely, at some point. But what we, we, we were deliberately slow on the technological changes, because we knew we had to do a combination. So we had, when I came in it was still typesetting and cut and paste. About a year later, we began with the whole desktop publishing thing, but we had to really curb the person we hired from doing it all, and trying to come up with the kind of half way thing where she produced the columns but we’d still cut and paste them... because we wanted a role for women, and it was a consciousness raising space. And people would come in, say, from Winnipeg that move here, or from Calgary, the very first place they come is Kinesis to volunteer. You know, um, they’d have read it in their women’s centres back home, and they were dying to come to Vancouver in the, you know, we’d have these writer’s meetings once a month, uh, that was, and it was always new people, because people who wrote for us didn’t bother to come, they’d just phoned and said “What do you have for me?” Though you know, some of them would because they knew it was important, so they could share their experience with the new people in the room. But 90% would be new. And they’d be women from out of province, or Vancouver, just leaving school, or, you know, that kind of thing. It was an introduction to the women’s movement. And it was probably one of the best places to come into because there was something for you to do, you felt useful right away. And you weren’t, everyone was equal in a sense because you were all, except we had more experienced cut and paste people but you can very quickly learn a skill like that. Um, on, you know, volunteering for  the paper, and you felt valued, you know, and um, and you stuck around, you know, so, so I think, and that was something we were really proud of, you know, that was something we really tried to maintain. So we, we deliberately kind of slowed down our technological, our technical kind of movement.

Freeman: Is that one of the, probably one of the positive challenges of working collectively, is to have all these new people show up every month, right?

Jaffer: Oh, yeah, it was, yeah, now so we had this idea of a collective, and we had paid people, we had paid people with different levels of power, the editor actually had full power. 
Freeman: Yes

Jaffer: Though she worked with an editorial board and the editorial board was supposed to guide the paper it turned out to be, even when I took over, it really very much was about, uh, support, keeping the paper going, not so much about content. So the editor really had a lot of power. So you have a collective where you’ve got one person who’s there every single day, 10-12 hour days, and is part of VSW, who has more knowledge and power than anyone in the room. Then you have a production co-ordinator who comes in for half that time, so she’s around a lot, she’s interacting with everyone. And you have people who are, you know, doing different things, you know, one person was doing an MA at school, and she volunteered and she was on the Ed (editorial) board, you had, you know, someone working in a book store. So you had, you know, with a very keen interest someone who’s been a very good, you know, regular writer with Kinesis who’s on the Ed board. So you had people from, like, with different interests and from different places, makes it very hard when you’re talking about everyone having equal power..

Freeman: Yes

Jaffer: .. in the kind of, so I would say we were a modified collective. And you know, and over time, too, we modified as we went along because we started to realize more and more there are power imbalances in the room, and we need to acknowledge them and weigh different skills that women were bringing in the room. We had someone with very strong accountancy skills, for example, and that was great for the business end of Kinesis, and that’s what she wanted to do, you know, and so on. And to, to, um, to not see, you know, collective positions where you need consensus on an issue like “Shall we do this WAVAW- Rape Relief thing, or not?” People were coming from different places with it. And, uh, and finding a way to acknowledge that people, you know, when you’re sharing information in order to make a decision, that people are, you know, there’s got to be an enormous amount of trust around the table, you know, but also an acknowledgement that not everyone knows the whole story. So, I mean, it would be very time consuming to bring everyone up to speed, and that’s what often was happening. But I think we managed it, for the most part, and a lot of that had to do with, like, being open about, and upfront about the power, um, imbalances.

Freeman: Yes. And I think there must have been a difference in perception or reality about that than, say, when Jo Lazenby and the crowd started in ’74, which I think was almost a completely different era in a way.

Jaffer: And, exactly, so I think as we started, I don’t know if this is what you’re referring to, but as we started to broaden who came into the paper, too, and have a really wide variety of people from different backgrounds, so not everyone had worked at this women’s organization or that one. These are people who’d never worked in a women’s organization before, who had never participated in the collective process, too. Um, and who came from different kinds of cultural ways of dealing with things. You know, some were, you know, very passionate, very outspoken, raise your voice, whatever, some people would be intimidated by that when it’s not meant to be hostile, so you often had that situation where “black women are dangerous,” right, happening at that table, and someone crying and, you know, shrinking away, so we had things that really came down to cultural stuff, not just personality stuff, sometimes it was personality and sometimes it was actually, you know, someone who didn’t, you know, who had been so used to being in that kind of circle, had no idea it would be intimidating, or, um, you know, God, the word we used a lot, oppressive to somebody else, you know…

Freeman: Oppressive. Yes. Yes.

Jaffer: So then you have to negotiate that kind of stuff. So there were a lot more complexities, I think, as we were trying to do different things. And there always is when you’re bringing in change, everyone’s got to kind of grow. So I think the collective process got very tough. Um.

Freeman: Can you tell me a little bit about the, um, your relationship with your readers? I read an article that Esther Shannon wrote for the 20th anniversary issue, which was ’94, in which she said she wasn’t noticing a lot of reader feedback, but that wasn’t specific to Kinesis, that was specific to a lot of feminist publications at the time. 
Jaffer: Yes.

Freeman: And I’m thinking, you know, there’s a theory out there in media land that readers have agency… 
Jaffer: Yes

Freeman: …and they, you know, really influence the editors. Well, that was perhaps the case at Chatelaine magazine, but I’m wondering if that was true or not of Kinesis.

Jaffer: Um, our readers were, OK, so, about what Esther said, we struggled every month to get a letter to the editor page happening.

Freeman: Really, yeah?

Jaffer: All the time. I mean, we were thrilled when we opened up an envelope that said, you know, that said something like, um, oh, “I love the paper but how could you possibly have written that,” you know, blah blah blah. And that was just like, oh thank God, you know. We’d bank them, you know, so that we could run a decent letter to the editor page, so we’d have like two, three months worth. And the person who was doing our accounts, the people who were doing subscriptions for us, which was really VSW, um, would collect those little notes you write when you’re sending in your cheque, um, on the little, you know, invoice thing. And we would, you know, God we’d scramble, and something else we did but I can’t tell you about it.

Freeman: That’s alright

Jaffer: And then, you know, uh, readers, we did a readership survey, so that’s another thing, so we would try and do an extensive, extensive readership...

Freeman: There was one in ’84 and ’88, and there was one in ’77, (some words missed because Jaffer coughs) and then ’94.

Jaffer: ‘94, yeah.

Freeman: That’s right, yes, I came across those.

Jaffer: You came across them? Wow.

Freeman: Well, I came across what you said about them in Kinesis. I didn’t come across the actual responses.

Jaffer: I might have them, or I might have something about that. Um, we spent, I mean it was a long process to come up with the, you know, with the questions and so on. And we got a fairly, compared to, we were members of the CMPA, the Canadian Magazine Publisher’s Association, and we would, each one of us, I think more Nancy and I, took courses, several courses in how to run, you know, different departments, and to learn about different things, so we did one on, uh, readership surveys, we’d done one on, um, marketing distribution, cause they offered us free workshops, and that was really useful. We’d have to adapt them to our very particular kind of context, but, um, we had a higher than average response. I think it’s, um...

Freeman: ‘88.

Jaffer: What?

Freeman: ‘88, uh, you had, 16%?

Jaffer: Even in ’94. I think the average is seven per cent, or something like that, seven or eight per cent of returns that we had like 10 or 11. 
Freeman: That’s right.

Jaffer: So, I mean for us, like, and I mean of course I was like, devastated and disappointed but then I, you, I realized, you know, well, this is higher than average.

Freeman: Which is amazing.

Jaffer: Yeah, well, it was good. But our readers were, um, were people who wrote for Kinesis as well. So, you know, we changed all the time because we were a part of the movement. I mean, you, if you were doing a story on, um, something around violence against women, you would go to, especially if you wanted commentary, or something, but maybe sometimes the article itself, you might go to somebody who’s working in that area, and say, you know, will you do this story for us, if they weren’t directly involved. Or you’d get a commentary from someone who’s part of, you know. And we had Judy Rebick writing for us, or Sunera Thobani, you know, we had Dionne (Brand), you know, Makeda (Silvera) , Himani Bannerji, um, uh, a lot of people who were, like, workers in all the women’s, various women’s organizations. Not just here but Toronto, we had a very close relationship. Activists were writing for us, and they were our readers. So we got feedback from them by phone. Um, we didn’t get the letters to the editor, but I think we did get feedback in that, I often got angry calls saying “What the hell are you doing?”

Freeman: Oh really, did you?

Jaffer: Lots of times. I mean, I got, you know, “You’re playing with the baby,” I got a woman walking out and refusing to ever, ever volunteer at Kinesis again, and she didn’t. Frances Wasserlein, who had been one of the greatest supports I had. I mean, there had been a huge backlash of...

Freeman: She was involved with abortion caravan, yes.

Jaffer: There was a huge backlash after I first took over the paper because I started to change it, right? Um, Frances took...

Freeman: People talk about that in detail...

Jaffer: So Frances was one of those people that stuck by me, you know, and not just by me but by the women of colour who were involved in the paper, and by the agenda of what we were trying to do, you know, and was staunchly supportive even if she didn’t understand all the time why we were doing certain things, and I’ll talk about that. The, um, but when I started up, I thought, one of the reasons why women of colour are not reading the paper, or not feeling like they can, well, they were reading the paper, but not feeling like they can actually belong in the women’s movement, that they actually belonged, they’d go to meetings and feel left out, because they didn’t understand, you know, some of the, ah, just basic things that were being said in the room. Uh, we decided to do, um, a series of articles, every issue, on the history of a different organization. So we did the women’s, er, we did, no, we did organizations, we did the women’s caucus. Uh, we did, um, the India Mahila Association, which was completely unrecognized and one of the oldest organizations in Canada in Vancouver. Um, but then we did WAVAW and Rape Relief. And it’s all about who you ask, uh, to write the story, too, and who stood on what. I did not want someone who was staunchly anti-Rape Relief to do  WAVAW’s history, or staunchly, yeah, to do WAVAW, and vice versa. I didn’t want the extreme side.  I wanted somebody who would understand that there’s got to be, not necessarily a middle of the road type, you know, wussy thing, somebody who would take on the real issues, and what actually happened, but without the, without getting nasty about it, because we couldn’t run that. And so I asked somebody who was sympathetic to both organizations, and that was wrong. And Frances suggested somebody else, and she said “You should get her.” And I asked around, and I found that, you know, it was a total setup. That was a, you know, that was an example of white women talking to me all over the place about what they thought I should do all the time and me having to find the place to learn if I’m being set up or not, because I was the one who came in from nowhere. You know, and um, and getting more context on who actually everyone was. And that, I learned very fast, but I, you know, there were a few times where I’d take a few steps and then realize this is not good. Um, and as a result, anyway, she walked out. But she was, you know, I mean the personal respect has always been there, it’s just, you know, she could no longer, in the same way that Kines... um, Sunera  cancelled her subscription to Kinesis at one point, not when I was editor, because of an artic... um, a Jewish women’s supplement where not a single word or mention of Palestine was ever made. You know, and that was like going way backwards for Kinesis. You know, we’d been one of the first to acknowledge that there is a complexity here. You can’t talk about one without the other.

Freeman: Yeah, and then there was the Jewish women’s, well, I understand something of the politics of that, I’m sure. Um...

Jaffer: Anyway, so.

Freeman: So you can get into those types of situations quite easily.

Jaffer: Yeah. In terms of the, you know, the readers, I did feel sometimes there was, you felt like you were in a bit of a vacuum, because you didn’t know what people were thinking. But you could tell by subscriptions going up and down. Um, and we had, uh, a party every year, and at least in BC, and I would say BC’s not, was not as great a support, uh, centre of support. Toronto was.
Freeman: Oh really. That is interesting. 


Jaffer:  Torontonians, every time I went to a conference or something, and I said the word Kinesis, I said I was with Kinesis, I got the most appreciation in Toronto than I did, not so much in Quebec. But, you know, at those NAC meetings where you had the whole country there, it was Ontario that loved us the most, you know,(Freeman chuckles)  it was kind of ironic, in a sense, because, you know, I don’t know, the whole regional thing.

Freeman: I guess so. Can you talk a little bit about finances, too, because, um, there is... (phone rings)

Jaffer: Sorry, OK, I’m just gonna check...

Freeman: Alright.

BREAK IN RECORDING

Jaffer: Feel it. But the, I would say the same things.

Freeman: OK. Um.

Jaffer: Sorry. I just don’t want you to run out of tape before I say anything meaningful around the anti-racism we were trying to do (laughs)

Freeman: It’s OK, um, we’re recording, so that’s good. OK. Um, so, um, let’s go onto that then, you want to do, you want to talk about the, what happened when you had an affirmative action policy for women of colour and how that changed Kinesis, so let’s talk about that.

Jaffer: Yes, well I talked a little about how affirmative action was being, you know, it was being practiced in the city in very different ways, and in the country, I think, but I’ll talk about the Vancouver context because I think that’s, you know, we have a very particular kind of multiculturalism that happens here. Um, and uh, you know, for the most part you had women of colour coming in and fitting in, and, you know, doing the same thing, and a real resistance to anything really substantially shifting and changing, which, um, I felt had to happen right away, because the way we looked at it, and I had this full support of Vancouver Status of Women’s staff at the time, who were all in that mode of we need to change the whole organization. Um, and look at what issues we’re covering, how we’re doing it, who’s involved, and so on. And how to do that in very concrete ways. So a lot of the policies you’ll find in our guidelines and in VSW’s, we came up with a statement of what VSW stood for, which influenced Kinesis, of course. And came out of Kinesis. Um, you know, strongly kind of shaped where we went with the paper. And so when, um, and one of the things was that we phrased it as we’ve had affirmative action at VSW for white women for 17 years. When I came in, there was the first full time paid worker at VSW that was a woman of colour. So, and that’s 1992 when I became editor. And the first full time woman of colour at VSW on staff. So then that changed right away because the other position opened up and so we had another person of colour, an Aboriginal woman, actually, um, Michelle. We had someone in between for about three months, but it didn’t work out, and then, uh, we had Mich. Um, and so, you know, we were kind of geared to a lot of like, you know, exciting things. And one of the ways that we did it at Kinesis is we had, you know, I talked about covers, and we’d had white women on the cover 95% of the time for 17 years. And so one of the things was, and you know, some of this might have been, it was very much about the times. These would have been considered essentialist today. Or, I’m not sure what the academic terms are. But, um, we had women of colour on the cover for consecutive issues, you know, just so that people noticed the shift, that was one of the things. And also to change who were, the perception of who else are our movers and shakers in the women’s movement. Um, who else is around. It’s not just that they need to be included, they’re already there. Um, and to reflect that. So we had, and we had women of colour and not just from South Africa or Guatemala or whichever country was, you know, the woman of colour flavour of that month, um, but local women and Canadian women. And another way we did it was, um, by, a lot of women were very nervous about writing, and hadn’t had, came from oral cultures, and would have loved to participate and share their stories but didn’t quite know how to put it in writing in a way, you know, that, um, we would carry, I guess. And uh, so we tried to find different means to do that, so. One was taping interviews with women where they told their story, and the byline would be “as told to so and so.” So that’s one of the ways that we did it. Um, so you were just the vehicle for the woman, it was by, the byline was hers, you were the “as told to.” Which recognized both, because it’s very much about the questions you ask as well, right, the story you get, but it was her story. And, um, another way was to do these round tables of having many women’s voices. So sometimes, and that was around not having one expert woman, but having several voices talk about an issue. So one of the ones we did was the Rodney King issue, which is very much covered by men everywhere, and we had to kind of, uh, come up with an angle on how to cover this story, bring a woman’s perspective into it. One of the ways we did that was by bringing together, um, not just black women, but primarily black women, in a circle who had a conversation about it and fed off each other, because not, no one person wanted to do it, or felt capable, or felt that they had enough to say on their own, um, so we did the round tables, that was another new kind of technique. And then, um, uh, we introduced a bio at the bottom, because before, everyone knew who people were. And, uh, we came up with the bios so that people knew where the writer was coming from, to some extent. That’s really the motivation for that bio-line at the bottom.

Freeman: Yes, I like that one.

Jaffer: Yeah?

Freeman: Yes.

Jaffer: So that was something else that we worked on. Um, a lot of it was about just making people feel a sense of, that they could access, uh, the paper, that it was theirs, and that we were doing these little things to recognize that women were coming from different places in their relationship to the movement, that not everybody is going to be the one with the job at the different organizations, or have the 1970s history, and so on. So the history series we ran, which ran into a real, um, wall, and we had to stop, that was around the WAVAW-Rape Relief thing...

Freeman: Oh, I see.

Jaffer: After that it just got too controversial to continue the series, so we stopped. Um, because the outcry, that was awful. It was just terrible, actually. People, um, not just cancelling subscriptions and so on, but the backlash in the community was awful. People who were associated with Kinesis were having a hard time, you know, and everyone was...

Freeman: Did it affect your advertising?

Jaffer: It affected advertising, it affected subscriptions, it affected, um, not distribution, because everyone continued to carry us, in stores and so on, but yeah, definitely in terms of who wanted to, um, support Kinesis in a way. Not in a long-term way. It came around, eventually, I mean it turned around at some point, because there was no other vehicle. And, um, I think when people cooled down they realized that, you know, it wasn’t worth destroying Kinesis for this. Um, (pause) I had some thoughts, but... One of the ways we did it, too, was when Audrey Lorde died, we had different women of colour come together and write something. And, I mean we struggled on how to carry that, you know, but I remember talking to a friend and she said some really beautiful things and I thought, you know, I was going to do it, because I was the editor and I had the most experience and I was kind of ready to do it, she meant a lot to me, and I thought, “I’ll do a commentary,” or something. And it just didn’t make sense to do that in the end, because so many people had so many different things to say, and we thought, everything we were trying to do was increase voices, and who represented the movement. Who was the movement? Um, and that, when I went to a conference in Toronto after that, I met a woman from Barbados, I think, and she said they received it at their women’s centre, and they were so touched, and they said it was the most powerful thing, for them, that article, that they made copies of it and sent it out to everyone they knew all over the Caribbean. 
 Freeman: Gosh

Jaffer: And so I kept running into people at different places, like including the Beijing conference in ’95, who still talked about that article, you know, and um, there were places, I did a lot of traveling because, for various reasons, and sometimes with the paper, uh, and always, actually, covering things for Kinesis, but not necessarily paid for by Kinesis. And, um, everywhere I went, everyone had Kinesis. Every women’s centre anywhere. In Kuala Lumpur, in Beijing, in Nairobi, in, you know, everywhere. And you’d hear feedback and you just had to say the word Kinesis and people would know what you’re talking about. So informally we had a lot of readership feedback, in a sense. Not so much the negative stuff when you went about that much, but um, when you were getting it orally, but uh, except on the phone, um, but a lot of feedback. And um, that made us feel that we were doing something right. So. And um, and I think we, with the LA Rodney King story, we were the only, only the second article in Canada done by women with a women’ perspective on the issue. And the other person was the writer, um, oh God, starts with an M, I think, oh I know her really well, you’d know who I mean, um, strong woman, written lots of books, um, black writer, black woman writer.

Freeman: Nourbese Phillip?
Jaffer: No. Uh, American. Not Canadian.

Freeman: Oh, American.

Jaffer: Yeah. An American woman who was, the Globe ran a commentary piece that they picked up from another paper.

Freeman: Sorry, I’m blanking.

Jaffer: Yeah, I’m blanking too, and I know her name, it’ll come to me.

Freeman: Not Alice Walker?

Jaffer: No, it wasn’t Alice Walker, it was, um, I’ve got books back there, I’ll see what I have, I’ll bet you...

Freeman: You’ll think of it later. Um, so you wanted to talk also about the backlash.

Jaffer: Right, the backlash was, you know.

Freeman: How do you mean by that? Actually, what happened?

Jaffer: Was, uh, OK. So one, one other thing that we did around race, um, to change the voices in Kinesis and to change how things were covered was to go to women from, uh, certain countries for the story. So that instead of, we had a lot of white women who wanted to write about what was happening in South Africa, or Burma, or, um, Guatemala always comes to mind, Nicaragua and so on. These are women who had done development work. And, you know, having grown up in Kenya, I know how I felt about Oxfam, and all these people, these very well-meaning, nice people who never really quite understood where we were coming from, like, in many ways. I mean, they tried, but they couldn’t be us, you know, and we had a different take and we were hearing things differently. So I, you know, one of my personal beefs was I hated reading these articles, you know, by women that were so exoticizing and sometimes victimizing, and you know, the power and the strength and the intelligence of women from those places never came through, you know, except in the occasional quote. Um, I don’t think it’s wrong altogether, I just think the way it was happening at the time, and just how much of a practice it had become, that it was OK, and as long as it was OK, as long as I, you know, I had to come up with a hundred per cent you-can’t-do-it policy, because if I didn’t, what I found was I would often, you know, something really big would have happened in Mexico or Chiapas or something, and you’d want to run it, and I would turn to the person who’s available, and it wouldn’t motivate me to kill myself looking for the person who could write it according to that policy. So I had to push myself to really do that. I had to kind of just go, “no, it’s not gonna happen.” So there were quite a few women associated with Kinesis that they were the ones who we called in. And you knew you could get that story. And it was twice as hard not to, or three times as hard. And that was I think the biggest thing in general, was a lot of this stuff was harder because you couldn’t get, women of colour did not want to write for the most part, many of them. They were intimidated, or they were not, they didn’t trust Kinesis enough yet, or, you know, especially at the beginning, um, so you really had to, you put in twice as much, like I would spend up to 11 hours editing, sitting side by side with a woman, constructing a story with her, so that it’s her story, but I’m there, um, guiding it, so it would take twice, and it would take me half an hour to edit a story by Jackie, God, her name escapes me, who was a brilliant writer, who had written for Kinesis forever, and you know, the best thing that happened to me was she continued to write when I became editor, even though she was Nancy Pollak’s best friend. You know, so I was like, you know, I was thrilled that she would, you know, continue to write. And she understood over time, you know, especially, but actually possibly right at the beginning, that sometimes I wouldn’t ask her to write something when she’s available, because I had someone else, and I wanted to encourage someone else to learn the skill. So anyway, it was a much more time-consuming process, but it was time-consuming to find the women. And eventually we did, very soon we started to see more and more voices coming out and people feeling that they could do this, especially when we came up with the tape yourself and we’ll transcribe it and turn it into written prose. Uh, kind of thing. And through that, they did write, eventually. It was just a way of starting it off and building up and...

Freeman: When you say a backlash, you’re telling me that the white women who used to write for Kinesis were often...

Jaffer: Were very, very upset. That they felt really left out. And that’s one way, another one was, uh, a lot of accusations of you’re throwing the baby out with the bathwater. I hate that expression.

Freeman: What did they mean by that exactly?

Jaffer: Well, you don’t have to change everything, and, you know, and we weren’t. The thing is, if you look at Kinesis and you follow it through, we didn’t fundamentally change. I don’t know if you feel that we did.

Freeman: No, I...

Jaffer: We changed in content...

Freeman: You covered the same stuff you’d always covered, plus, as far as I could tell.

Jaffer: Yeah, we...

Freeman: Women of colour...

Jaffer: And more voices within the stories, we went to some different sources. Um, sometimes I think we veered too much towards, you know, just covering issues around women of colour. And I think, to some extent, what was guiding us at that time was also who was interested in coming in and writing. And partly it was, um, an overcompensation of 17 years of feeling like it had never been covered. So I think there was a little, in my time I would say there were phases of things that happened. You know, where we got to a place of, um, being a little more comfortable, being a little more open, and just, like, letting go. You know, and having a little bit of everything. I think there were certain issues where we pushed it too strongly, or, you know, but I think, so there was this backlash of people saying, um, Kinesis is not the same any more, um, the standards have dropped. Uh, which I don’t think, we also got a lot of people who really believed in us who didn’t feel that way, and found it a much more exciting, you know, interesting, uh, newspaper. So, so I think along with the backlash we also got a lot of people kind of moving with us, and that’s why I don’t believe in this first, second wave, third wave thing, because I think a feminist is someone who moves with the times, you know, and um, these waves may be happening around us, but we go with them and we go through them. We’re not either first, second or third; we can be several, you know, and I saw that with some of the older white women who had been part of the ‘70s, who came into the ‘80s and the ‘90s, sometimes resisting, sometimes not getting it, but eventually getting it. And pushing, and being completely, you know, at the forefronts, often, you know, of um, these different changes and kind of going with the times, so. I don’t know if I’m getting...

Freeman: How did you find, um, I wanted to talk also, and maybe we could make a connection here or not, about the lesbian issues. Um, did you find that your treatment of it changed after, over several years? I came across one coverage of a panel called “Sexploitations.” And there were...

Jaffer: That was Nancy’s time.

Freeman: That was Nancy’s time. And I was very interested, because there were women of colour who sort of basically stood up to, “Don’t tell me what to,” you know, “what to do in bed,” and sort of pushing it. And I find it really interesting, because when I look at Kinesis and the others, the same issues did come up over time, you know. Who is a lesbian, what kind of lesbian is she, and what does she do in bed? You know, the arguments about S&M go back to 1980. Um, one of the things that wasn’t talked about a lot was butch/femme relationships. Um, and I’m just wondering...

Jaffer: And S&M.

Freeman: And S&M. And I’m just wondering, and uh, although Kinesis and Broadside did cover it more...

Jaffer: S&M.

Freeman: Right, yeah.

Jaffer: They did.

Freeman: And I was curious about, because I couldn’t quite, my experience with the lesbian community, such as it was, was that the S&M stuff was very much on the fringe, and I wondered why there was so much discussion about it...

Jaffer: Because feminism came into it. But, um, overall the lesbian issue, um, and this, this um, predates my time, but 1985 at the United Nations conference, which was, had a, a tremendous impact on everything that was happening here. 1985 I think changed a lot of things, because the conference was in Nairobi. Two key staff people, two people, one wasn’t on staff, a woman of colour, and the other person was Emma Kivisild, Emma Kivisild and Penom Kosa (sp?) went to the UN conference. 1985 was when lesbians first, uh, had a public, prominent presence at a conference, and this is in Africa, in Nairobi, you know, there was a huge backlash at the conference, there was a, um, a huge reaction to having the lesbians there, uh, and the issue was around lesbianism not being a feminist issue. Um, that what you do in bed is not anybody’s business. And then it, of course 1985 they came back, and everyone was twice as interested in doing something about lesbianism. And asserting that it is a feminist issue by putting it in the paper. So I think it probably increased at that time. 
Freeman: That’s right

Jaffer: But then at the same time we had Status of Women Canada being under extreme pressure from REAL women to not cover two issues, and that was abortion and lesbians. So we had to find ways to continue to talk about it as issues, um, without promoting lesbianism, I guess. I don’t know. And I don’t know, Nancy can talk to you about how she did it in her time. It was laxer in my time. I had a very good relationship with Lorraine Cameron, who looked the other way, you know, and...

Freeman: Who’s Lorraine Cameron?

Jaffer: The regional director of Status of Women Canada. Love that woman. She is an amazing, amazing feminist. And she was canned when they shut down the office. She was a tremendous ally, especially in all this anti-racism stuff, she was one of the staunchest, in every organization in Vancouver. I mean she wouldn’t fund you if you didn’t have an element where you’re talking to all women. And she’s a lesbian. So she um, she, you know I would check with her occasionally and say “you know, I’m gonna do this, and you might get some flack, but we’re gonna do it.” And so one of the ways we did it was one of the few times I bumped women of colour from the cover was to put Forbidden Love on the cover. 
Freeman: Yes, yes.

Jaffer: And that was important, you know, because we, it was a groundbreaking film, it was about the history, and we ran it, but we would, so that was one, and we talked about abortion too, you know, so we, I inherited that rule, but I think at the time I came in it was a lot laxer. So I think Nancy may be more able to talk to you about that. But the way I understand the lesbian issue was that we had to fit it within a feminist context, and S&M was being seen, reframed, as not an act of, it was all about violence, right, but the way it was being understood, at first. And so you were into violence and it was, there were very many feminists very against the whole S&M thing. And then you had the people who’d be child, sexually abused as children, who were saying “This is actually a healing therapy, it’s about control of violence, it’s not about violence, it’s about permission and consent, it’s about being respectful,” but also being drawn to it in a way, but as a kind of healing thing and not as a violence in itself. It went through so many different stages, right, but that’s how it was being re-framed and became a feminist issue. Um, and that was when we were covering the child sexual abuse stuff. I think Nancy will be very good on this. Um...

Freeman: The reason I’m asking is just because, uh, I noticed that the coverage also involved not mostly people talking about it from their own experience, but mostly reviews of films, reviews of, I’m talking about lesbian sex in general.
Jaffer: The culture, yeah, in general.

Freeman: Of, you know, Forbidden Love, or...

Jaffer: Definitely softer.

Freeman: Also the lesbian film festivals, and the Sexpertise shows that went on here in Vancouver, all that stuff.
Jaffer: And we could get away with that easier, and that’s why we did it. So definitely, I mean, a very soft kind of coverage.

Freeman: You focused on reviews so that you didn’t, because you...

Jaffer: So we weren’t write, um, yeah. We weren’t having openly lesbian people necessarily writing about lesbian things. However, my very first story in Kinesis, the first one I ever wrote when I was production co-ordinator, was a review of “Pieces of my Heart,” which was the first lesbian of colour anthology.

Freeman: And you liked it.

Jaffer: And I liked it. I mean, it was the times, too. Um, and you know, after “This Bridge Called my Back,” which was the historic, you know, I mean it is a lot weaker than that, you know, as a book. But, um, but it was mind blowing for me, you know, at the time, and I was a relatively new lesbian too, actually.

Freeman: So when we’re talking about, uh, lesbian sex being a feminist issue, the expression at the time was, and abortion, it all came under the feminist idea of control over your own body. Then when the S&M thing came up, that was also control over your own body.

Jaffer: Violence against women, yeah.

Freeman: And then Shannon Ash did a review of another book in which people argued that actually now it was rebelling against feminism, which is also an important...

Jaffer: S&M.

Freeman: S&M, yeah. But still ties into...

Jaffer: Yeah. And then we did transgender, which was a very controversial thing. And that was actually in Agnes’s time, you know Agnes was the editor after me.

Freeman: Yeah, I have to find her.

Jaffer: So, oh, I’ve got her number, she’s not on my wall but she should be. Um...

Freeman: Sorry, so we were just talking about...

Jaffer: Lesbianism.

Freeman: Control over your own body, lesbianism. Um, were there lesbians aside from you on the collective?

Jaffer: Yeah, lots.

Freeman: Lots?

Jaffer: Lesbians involved with Kinesis throughout. And one of the things about the women of colour caucus that we formed right before, that was one of the tools and the pieces of affirmative action that often get ignored is that if you are going to take power in an organization where there may be resistance, or there are policies that have historically not been, you know, uh, conducive to access, um, having a caucus is a very important thing. You know, this comes out of the labour movement with the women’s caucuses and so on, the whole caucus culture is a labour, you know, concept. And uh, so, there was this women of colour caucus that was essential to me even beginning to think about accepting the job as editor. I mean, if it hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have done it. And out of that caucus we had 25 to 30 women of colour. It was unbelievable and unprecedented in Vancouver to have that many women of colour from nowhere come out into this thing. And these were not the women who had struggled in women’s organizations before. People like Terry Hamazaki who preceded me and had tried to work at Kinesis, had been on the editorial board, um, you know, she’s around but she, she was blown away that we had the arrogance and the, uh, gumption, to do some of the things we were doing. Because it was a different time, like, we were a different generation of it, even though we were just a few years apart. And, um, that caucus became a coming out space. It really was a lot, I mean, a lot about people coming through, going through a process of coming out as lesbians, as well. Which was interesting. It just happened to be the way. And I think, maybe Nancy and Esther can talk about this, is that possibly that was happening before, with white women. Not necessarily in the caucus, but Kinesis became a safe way to come in and meet other women and I think women’s organizations as a whole were that. There’ve, I mean, the interesting thing when, even in the ‘90s, around the NAC, when NAC suddenly got on the map, um, I’ll say something about that, because Kinesis was not covering a lot of NAC, you know, and I don’t know if you came across that brilliant headline, now Nancy was great with headlines, and she came up with one called “NAC, NAC, who’s there?” (Freeman laughs) And that really represents how we felt about NAC after, around the ‘80s, and into the ‘90s, uh, well into, right up into the constitutional accord stuff in ’91, ’92. ’92, actually. Uh, when Judy Rebick said we’ve gotta take it back to the streets. And everyone just suddenly went like, “Oh my God, that elitist organization is finally doing something and standing up,” and ever since then we’ve covered NAC. But I inherited the idea of “NAC, no, NAC’s not one of us, you know, they’re not a real movement, they’re elitist.”
Freeman: Too Central Canada, maybe?

Jaffer: I think everywhere except with a small group of women in Toronto, really. Or maybe broader than Toronto, I don’t know. But we saw them as a Toronto organization, and we saw them, you know, anything national was Toronto. And NAC particularly, and NAC had the structure of executives and, you know, officers, right, and they weren’t grassroots, and you know. I mean in retrospect a lot of this sounds really, you know, very reactionary, in a sense, but it wasn’t. I think those things had to, we were questioning every structure, and I think it was a really important time. And we were saying NAC’s gonna represent us, even though these are regional executive people, they have no relationship because they didn’t have provincial organizations. These were just individual women in different prov... regions who may not have a base and may not have, it was BC that started NAC BC. No other region had a local chapter of NAC, you know, per se. And so bringing it back down to who’s in your community. And the only time we’d meet each other was in Ottawa once a year. So we didn’t even know each other here in BC, sometimes, because we never had an opportunity, well, we knew of each other, but we never had opportunities to get together because NAC wasn’t interested in a regional presence so much as they wanted the regions to bolster up the national presence. So, and that’s how we understood it, anyway. So Kinesis was really kind of contempt, you know, contemptuous of NAC in those days, until ’91. But uh, I jumped from NAC and, what were we talking about?

Freeman: We were talking about the whole lesbian issue there at one point, and women of colour...

Jaffer: Oh yeah, the caucus and lesbians, yeah. And it wasn’t just women of colour, I think, so in the early ‘90s there was a huge issue when women of colour were getting involved with NAC, again, is lesbianism a feminist issue? Why do we have to talk about lesbians? And that came up at the rape shield discussion. There was a huge, you know, ruckus, what was that, ’91? ’90? I don’t know, it’s in there, yeah. And um, and that’s where, um, do I really want to talk about this, but it was Sunera, it was one of my best friends, but, you know, who was the one who was saying, you know, I’m not dealing with this issue. And you had a lot of very straight women of colour up there who were coming into power at NAC who were saying “We’re not dealing with this, it’s a white issue, it’s a lesbian issue. It’s not our issue.” And so that came...

Freeman: Not their issue, yes. But also it was a funding issue, wasn’t it? I mean the threat that if you did deal with it, you were going to get your funding cut.

Jaffer: And you know I, yeah, I had that the whole time and I know I was aware of it, but I don’t remember really holding back. I don’t, I think there were a few times where we wouldn’t, we made decisions about not running certain stories because they didn’t seem relevant to the paper as a whole. Um, I don’t, you know, considering we covered quite a bit, I mean maybe, but as you said, mostly in the form of reviews and so on. I remember it was a big issue when we did, Nicola Marin did an article on, um, violence. Same sex violence. And in that issue, we had a yellow coloured cover, that was controversial that we were doing it. And I remember Lorraine saying be careful with this one, because, um, because we were afraid, that’s Lorraine at Status of Women, because of the REAL Women thing, because that really basically tied their hands as well. They were completely sympathetic with, in fact, Kinesis was not funded to have an editor.

Freeman: That’s right.

Jaffer: And 100 per cent of the funding to Kinesis was cut in 1990. So when I came in, I was the information co-ordinator for VSW, it’s never mentioned that I am the editor except in small text somewhere. But when you look at the bylines, so it happened, I mean, forget what we called it, but the list of people involved with the issue, each issue there was a column.

Freeman: The masthead.

Jaffer: Yes, the masthead. They would never mention, uh, an editor, from 1990 onwards. And so what Lorraine came up with was, “I’ll give you money for an information co-ordinator, and if she happens to be doing Kinesis on the side, I don’t need to know.”

Freeman: Oh, because I understood that VSW was paid, at least in the ‘80s, the salary for...

Jaffer: Yes, the ‘80s, for sure. It was 1990, it was when, it was the Socreds, I think. No wait, this was federal, so this was Mulroney.

Freeman: Yeah, but the Socreds also cut...

Jaffer: Funding as well, provincial, yeah, from the...

Freeman: And then the NDP gave some back.

Jaffer: They cut funding to every women’s organization, the Socreds, right, I mean, we, and the feds did too, to everything. But when they reinstated the funding we had that fantastic fight back around funding when, uh, when they reinstated the funding Kinesis was out of the picture, it couldn’t be media. So, so we weren’t even funded, um, as a newspaper, um, but we were, because, indirectly. And there’s still something now that Kinesis is no longer around and Status of Women is no longer around it’s safe to talk about it, but we never talked about it. And, um, and it was through the, you know, joint kind of, and it happened in Nancy’s time, so she should tell you about it, but Lorraine was very sympathetic, and Status was very sympathetic, and it was really a joint kind of idea of, um, how to make it still work. And then we were subscription driven, um, ad driven, and I mean, or funded, um. And we did cover the cost of the paper. It meant we worked with a very tight budget, but we did cover our paper. Um, we were never a burden on VSW. So, which I think was very important. VSW was not carrying us. In fact, many times we were carrying VSW. Because through Kinesis, people would get involved with VSW, or saw VSW as more progressive than it actually was at many times. Because Kinesis was the most progressive piece of VSW all the time. I think all through the years. Because we could take stands that they couldn’t. And that was the beauty, too, of not being funded, was suddenly, or not being perceived as being funded, or not being directly funded, or Status not really knowing they were funding us, except for the regional director. Um, was that it gave us a certain freedom. So, um, so, that may be why, hang on, I know I inherited that the lesbian, and my memory’s failing me, I know I inherited that lesbians and abortions couldn’t be covered by the paper, but they weren’t funding us. So how could they have said that? 

Freeman: That’s right, and you would still cover that stuff.

Jaffer: And we still covered it. So maybe Nancy can tell you...

Freeman: You weren’t dependent on the same grants in the same way that some other women’s services were.

Jaffer: I think it was because we were affiliated with VSW that we were, because I know that we still had that restriction in my time too, because I was very aware of it. But I know I also felt a lot of freedom around it, too. Well, a certain amount of freedom. I can’t remember the details of that, I can’t remember what, why they would have any power over our content. Because VSW’s our publisher.

Freeman: Um, it seems to me because you had to apply for grants every, all the time.

Jaffer: But VSW did, not Kinesis. 

Freeman: Well I know, um, but at one point, and I think this is before your time, there was a discussion in the Kinesis office with the reps of the Secretary of State, who basically said “you can’t do abortion, you can’t do lesbianism.” And I’m just trying to remember now if it was, no, I think it was, I’m just trying to remember who wrote this, but somebody wrote that, in fact, the fact that you couldn’t go to Sec of State any more, actually it wasn’t Kinesis, I think it was Phil Masters  from Broadside, the fact that you couldn’t go to, um, Sec of State for your core funding or anything, you can still do projects, meant that basically you knew that, you know, all the doors started shutting. As far as government or publicly assisted funding went. And that had a kind of chilling, not a chilling effect, but a kind of exhausting effect on people who were trying to keep newspapers going, who were trying to, you know, do this kind of work. And so it was part of the cumulative effect, I think, of all the editorships.

Jaffer: So you’ve talked to people at...

Freeman: I’ve looked at, Phil Masters published a lot of articles about the feminist press in general and also about Broadside, and I looked at, you know, the farewell editorials of all this kind of stuff, and so I have a sense of what was going on. So it wasn’t that you were funded through secretary of state at Kinesis, I know you weren’t, but you were getting some money from VSW and they were feeling the pinch, um, which is what you were feeling, and the fact that, you know, they weren’t supposed to be publishing Kinesis, because you were doing this really naughty stuff about abortion and lesbianism, that’s the tension around there, but because it was kind of under the table, I’m assuming that’s why you felt a little freer.

Jaffer: Yeah, I think so. 

Freeman: Yeah, so it’s, you know, but it was...

Jaffer: Well it’s tragic that I’ve forgotten so much, you know, I used to be such a passionate, like, believer in history. And I remember, I mean I’ve read every issue of Kinesis that was ever written before I started working at Kinesis you know, and it carried me through, but...

Freeman: We don’t always remember the details...

Jaffer: I know, it’s been a long time, yeah.

Freeman: Before we wrap up, I wanted to say or ask you, is there anything you’d like to add, and I always like to keep, you know, some space for that, if there’s anything else you’d like to, you want to say, we’re still rolling.

Jaffer: Yeah, well I wanted, there was one story we covered, but it was after my time, um, that I edited, actually, because I was doing a lot of editing after when Agnes was editor. Um, and that was, uh, because Agnes’s background wasn’t newspapers or, yeah, so, she, anyway I stayed on for another five years, five, six years, and uh...

Freeman: On the collective?

Jaffer: On the collective, but I was kind of a co-editor on the side. And um, there was this article about Status of Women and the restructuring that was going on, when they cut core funding. And...

Freeman: And you’re talking about Vancouver Status of Women?

Jaffer: Uh...

Freeman: Or Canada Status of Women.

Jaffer: Yes, Status of Women Canada. And uh, when Hedy Fry cut core funding and came up with the idea of project funding, which she has since, say three months ago on tape, um, no, more than that, about eight months ago she said that it was a big mistake, finally, that brought Status of Women Canada, Ottawa, you know, I mean the whole, she wasn’t Secretary of State at the time, I think that had already been done away with. But brought them to their knees. No, she was Secretary of State, she must have been.

Freeman: I can’t remember, I can check.

Jaffer: Because she was in charge of this. And she was horrified. And Lorraine Cameron said, because all the regional, um, uh, directors of all the Status of Women were called to Ottawa to deal with the situation. And there was a Kinesis article. Totally brought them to their knees. And I mean they were just pissed off. I mean, Hedy did not talk to any of us for a long time after that, that’s fine, we were occupying her office, she didn’t want to talk to us anymore. Anyway, but the, that kind of, um, that ability to get, you know, the story across, get how women were feeling about a particular issue and what they were thinking about a particular issue, and um, and be able to, uh, get, you know, a ministry completely, you know, um, to terrify them, in a sense, you know, and to get them to really understand what was going on, I mean that was the power of Kinesis. And that’s what was so important about having a newspaper, because it’s allowed us as a movement to push, uh, an agenda and to be heard, to um, to reach, you know, a wide variety of people, and I’m very inarticulate right now, but I wanted to kind of impress that I think Kinesis’s role in the women’s movement, in, I think, some of the struggles we’re having today, have a lot to do with not just NAC’s demise, which was a while ago, which was the largest coalition of women’s groups in the world, um, and then we lost our, you know, national feminist newspaper. And um, you haven’t asked me about, like, Quebec, um, you know, but obviously, I mean, I think a lot of people felt really, um, we didn’t get a big backlash calling ourselves a national feminist newspaper because we were not very representative of Quebec. It was always a weakness of Kinesis. We tried.

Freeman: They had La vie en rose for a while.

Jaffer: They did, but we called ourselves national, and we didn’t, you know, and of course Quebec didn’t necessarily see themselves included as national because there was a whole Quebec, um, uh, issue, and I think we made sure we called Quebec Quebec, not PQ, um, and there were little ways in which we showed respect but, you know, I think in a way we weren’t...

Freeman: You were the Anglo national newspaper.

Jaffer: We were the Anglo national newspaper. Really. Um, and we tried to cover Quebec, but we were the Anglo national newspaper, which of course meant that we would cover Quebec, but not in the way that, um, we could have. But I think having the paper was, um, one of the, um, was like having, it was the glue of the movement, because everywhere you went, you went to a NAC, uh, meeting, everybody would have read the same Kinesis story, you know, and that was incredibly powerful and I think it helped push the whole anti-racist feminism, feminist agenda forward too in the country. I don’t know if you saw Making the Links. Um, the first conference on anti-racism and feminism. Um, the other woman who was interviewing me was talking about, when did this all come about and stuff, and that kind of records that so, in the country. Um, but anyway. I don’t know what else to say. I’m a little brain dead. I feel like I haven’t really covered it the way it deserves to be covered, but it’s been a while.

Freeman: Well, you know, if we had sort of a, um, anything to add, we can email, we can always follow up.

Jaffer: I’ll send you an email if there’s something I think, yeah, that’d be great.

Freeman: Sure, the whole interview over the phone now that we’ve met each other, I can tape over the phone, you know, continue the conversation if there’s anything.

Jaffer: Great, good.

Freeman: Thank you.
