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In the outline for my recent course on 
Jewish Feminist Thought, I warned 
students, "You'll just have to be pre- 
pared to learn more than you in- 
tended." Why did I forget to warn 
myself? 

This was to my knowledge the first 
course on Jewish feminist thought to 
be taught in any Women's Studies 
department in Canada and it was 
certainly the first such course at the 
University ofvictoria. Having previ- 
ously co-taught the first lesbian course 
here I was only too well acquainted 
with the problems of teaching a first- 
and-only course addressing issues vi- 
tally important to those identified by 
the course: unrealistic expectations; 
highly charged responses to course 
themes; a legitimate and pent-up 
grievance that no other courses were 
providing the context for exploring 
the themes; vast differences between 
the students presumably sharing the 
identity as well as between those stu- 
dents and me; gulfs of mutual dis- 
trust between the students who iden- 
tify personally with the course topic 
and those who don't; and the particu- 
lar problem of trying to "centre the 
margins" when the majority of the 

esting and informative 
meetings, sparked the 

generation of a community-based 
Jewish feminist group that still meets 
monthly, and helped me to organize 
course themes. It did not, however 
spare me aurcs. 

Picture two dozen students (22 
women, two men)-including six 
Jews (five women, one man)-in a 
discussion-based course meeting three 
times a week for 45-minute classes to 
discuss material that the gentile stu- 
dents had never before encountered. 
It was difficult for the Jewish students 
to discuss readings and ideas in terms 
that were meaningful for them with- 
out excluding the gentile students 
from the conversation. It was diffi- 
cult to include the gentile students in 
a meaningful way without simulta- 
neously silencing the Jewish students 
andtor putting them on display. Usu- 
ally my classroom facilitation skills 
are rated highly but I was often inef- 
fective in generating use&] discus- 
sion. The class was frequently tense. 

I can easily list a number of mis- 
takes on my part that contributed to . - 

the tensions. There were too many 
required texts, each wonderful in it- 
self (with one exception),2 but there 
was too little time for meaningful 
discussion given the lack of familiar- 
ity of most students with the context, 
vocabulary, and concerns of the au- 
thors. I should have switched from 

ter preparation for other sessions par- 
ticularly on such emotionally difi- 
cult topics as sexual abuse perpetrated 
by Holocaust survivors. I should have 
given more thought to helping Jew- 
ish students negotiate the differences 
between themselves as well as the 
differences between them and the 
gentile students. There were many 
more mistakes which I replayed many 
sleepless nights. I could all too easily 
teach a course in Jewish guilt with no 
preparation and myselfas course text, 

It wasn't until near the end ofterm 
that the class started to coalesce into 
a functional group that could work 
together. A mixture of working in 
caucuses and in cross-identity small 
groups helped some of them to learn 
to trust each other. One class presen- 
tation, aworkshop facilitated by three 
gentile students on building coali- 
tions between Jews and gentiles to 
resist anti-Semitism, blew up in the 
facilitators' faces but ultimately 
proved pivotal in building better re- 
lations. The Jewish students totally 
rejected the terms of reference of the 
workshop. To their enormous credit, 
they presented their harsh critique 
straightforwardly and honestly but 
also as a positive expression of their 
position as Jews who could not afford 
to dabble in resisting anti-Semitism. 
To their enormous credit, the gentile 
students got past their pain and sheer 
fright, admitted the flaws in their 
planwhich they hadcheckedwith me 
beforehand (and I had naively thought 
sound), and the class began to come 
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to grips with the realities of anti- 
Semitism in Canada today. 

Here, then, was the lesson I had 
not been prepared for. Anti-Semitism 
both active and passive is a feature of 
Canadian life to a far greater degree 
than I had realized. I was stunningly 
unprepared for the near-tod igno- 
rance on the part of my gentile stu- 
dents ofJudaism, Jewish history, Jew- 
ish culture, Jewish women, and the 
very existence of Jews in Canada out- 
side pockets of Montreal, Toronto, 
and Winnipeg. 

For that matter I hadn't realized 
the level of my own ignorance of 
Jewish life in Canada since I was 
brought up in Los Angeles and spent 
nearly all my adult life in Europe 
before emigrating to Victoria. I knew 
of the Lower East Side but not of the 
North End, of Hester Street but not 
of Spadina. The presence of Jews is 
strikingly more visible in the United 
States than in Canada. Putting to- 
gether my course outline I was able to 
draw on bibliographies of vast num- 
bers of American Women's Studies 
courses on Jewish women, Jewish 
women writers, Jewish women in the 
Bible, Jewish women in history, Jew- 
ish women in the United States, etc. 
Scholarship in Canada on Jewish 
women is as yet far more limited. 
Many students complained of the 
paucity of sources for their research 
papers, as there is little material in 
our library. 

There is a circularity to the prob- 
lem ofvisibility. As Jewish women in 
Canada we are not visible, hence we 
are not studied and written about, 
hence we are not visible. Of course 
visibility is not unrelated to concerns 
about safety or to assimilation as a 
response to genocide; to trust that 
one's presence is desired; to internal- 
ized anti-Semitism as a response to 
the knowledge that one's presence is 
indeed not desired. 

Perhaps I should not have been 

quite so surprised at students' igno- 
rance. Last year in a conversation 
about appropriate use of the term 
"ghetto," it emerged that for many 
students ghettos were strictly inner- 
city areas where people of colour were 
concentrated. They had no idea that 
ghettos originated in medieval Eu- 
rope to contain Jews. They had no 
idea that ghettos had anything to do 
with Jews (except, perhaps, as 
slumlords though this did not emerge 
in the conversation). I had spent the 
entire following weekend phoning all 
my friends, ranting to anybody who 
would listen to me, practically collar- 
ing people waiting in bus queues, 
repeating hysterically, "They don't 
know ghettos have anything to do 
with Jews, they don't know ghettos 
have anything to do with Jews, how 
can they not know that? How can 
they not know that ghettos, real ghet- 
tos, with walls and locking gates, were 
for Jews? How can they not know?" 

How indeed? My students, who 
come mainly from western Canada, 
learned virtually nothing about Jews 
in all their elementary, secondary, 
and post-secondary education until 

but knew nothing of their friends' 
Jewish religion, culture, or history. 

Indeed, the fact that many Jewish 
people have no religion, and identify 
strictly as cultural Jews, was the first 
bit of transformative, consciousness- 
raising infbrmation that many gen- 
tile students picked up in our class. I 
hadn't quite realized that the exist- 
ence ofsecular Jews was even an issue, 
much less a groundbreaking issue. 

Lest I give the wrong impression, 
we're not talking about devotees of 
Jim Keegstra here. My gentile stu- 
dents were not militant anti-Semites 
nor are they dim, uncritical recepta- 
cles of dominant values. These are 
bright, caring, critical thinkers who 
would have eagerly placed themselves 
amongst the ranks of antiSemitic 
activists--ifonly they'd realized there 
was a need for anti-Semitic activism. 
By and large this group of students, 
many ofwhom I'd taught before and 
was deeply fond of, were in the posi- 
tion of the fourth daughter at the 
scuh table: she who knows not to 
ask.3 

By the end of the term the class was 
just about to the point where, ideally, 

As Jewish women in Canadd we are not visible, 
hence we are not studied and written about. Of 

course visibiliry is not unrekzted to concerns about 
s a h ;  to internalized anti-Semitism as a response 
to the kn~wkdge~that one >presence is not h i r e d .  

they took this course in Jewish femi- 
nist thought. Those who had learned 
anything in school about Jews had 
learned something about Hitler and 
the Holocaust, and about Jews as 
passive victims of crazed Nazi terror. 
Some of them were sure they had 
never met a Jew before. Some knew 

we would begin a course on Jewish 
feminist thought. By that time, I had 
realized that the situation was roughly 
analogous to teaching introductory 
women's studies in a classroom over- 
whelmingly composed of men. I had 
stopped excoriating myself for all my 
insufficiencies and incapacities and 

particular Jewish people, or rather started feeling gratehl to the stu- 
people who turned out to be Jewish, dents for persevering in the fice of all 
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the difficulties. I had even allowed 
myself the tiniest drop of satisfiction 
that I was managing to keep the course 
together. 

What I began struggling with was 
the fict that, in the end, the gentile 
students mostly loved the course and 
the Jewish students mostly didn't. 
For the gentile students the course 
provided a wealth of new material, 
much of it intellectually exciting, 
much of it also exciting in the way it 
integrated intellect and emotion. The 
integration of intellect and emotion 
strikes me as an aspect ofJewish femi- 
nist thought that we c m  proudly 
claim and share. 

For many gentile students the 
course provoked a profound con- 
sciousness-raising experience. They 
learned about their own ignorance, 
legitimated by the built-in Christian 
bias of the mainstream Canadian 
culture. They learned about their 
privileged existence as part of the 
dominant generic, despite other ways 
in which they are marginalized and 
oppressed. They learned to confront 
their guilt, their discomfort, their si- 
lence, and the necessity of taking 
responsibility for change. Some stu- 
dents confronted their unease with 
their own families' ethnic and reli- 
gious heritage in response to the Eu- 
ropean Holocaust or in response to 
North American hate groups. 

By and large, the gentile students 
appreciated being challenged and 
being supported in their attempts to 
learn to grow, to change, to resist, 
and confront anti-Semitism with the 
same zeal they had formerly brought 
to confronting homophobia and rac- 
ism. They appreciated the chance to 
overcome their fears of showing ig- 
norance, of giving offense, of making 
mistakes. It is alarmingly gratifying 
to a Women's Studies instructor to 
be appreciated. 

My relationship with the Jewish 
students was much more problem- 
atic. They had a different experience 
of the course, which just did not 
fulfil1 their needs, since the very fac- 
tors that made it profoundly 
transformative for the gentile stu- 
dents limited its value for the Jews. 

Some of the biggest problems, from 
my perspective, were that we talked 
relatively little about Jewish women's 
experiences of sexism, concentrating 
necessarily on our experiences ofanti- 
Semitism; we didn't get very far dis- 
cussing class diierences between Jews; 
we didn't piece together a satisfictory 
analysis of the relationship between 
anti-Semitism and racism in Canada, 
or of how Jewish women's relation- 
ship to Jewish cultures is both similar 
to and different from the relationship 
of women to other endangered cul- 
tures; we didn't arrive at a deep analy- 
sis of feminism and zionism; we 
didn't, in sum, manage to confront 
and work through the differences 
between us as Jews. 

For such a task, one of the most 
challenging of Jewish feminism, a 
classroom may not be the ideal space 
in any event since the element of 
grading always looms and since what 
I think of as a good Jewish argument 
consists of more shouting and crying 
and hugging than is generally deemed 
appropriate in university courses. A 
classroom in which the Jews are a tiny 
minority, in which differences must 
be thrashed out in 45 minutes under 
the bewildered gaze of the gentile 
majority, is assuredly not the place 
for undertaking this task. In particu- 
lar, when the questions which Jewish 
women must ask each other, the chal- 
lenges we must make to each other, 
evoke anti-Semitic stereoty-f 
Jews as a tainted, moneygrubbing, 
over-proud, and overbearing people 
and Jewish women as loud, vulgar, 
manipulative bitches-then we must 
be able to count on a certain level of 
understanding in order to be safe 
enough to argue wholeheartedly. 

In general I consider identity poli- 
tics to be of most value in the way it 
allows people who share an identity 
to see how little they have in com- 
mon. In this respect, I think that the 
most successful course in Jewish Femi- 
nist Thought will necessarily be a 
course in which Jews constitute the 
majority as well as the focus of the 
course. Ideally the course would al- 
low for Jewish students to discuss 
Jewish feminists' concerns unselfcon- 

sciously, m fdmilk, without having 
to break off discussion about class, 
for example, to inform gentiles about 
the reasons for Jews' historical asso- 
ciations with money. 

The Jewish students did the best 
they couldwith it, contributingenor- 
mously to whatever degree of success 
the course achieved by their chal- 
lenges to me and to the other stu- 
dents, by their extraordinarily gener- 
ous contributions to class discussion, 
and particularly by refusing to be 
driven away. They compensated 
somewhat for the low level of discus- 
sion by organizing themselves to dis- 
cuss the texts outside of class. They 
worked hard on their research assign- 
ments and enhanced class presenta- 
tions with their special knowledge. 
They got together for potluckShabbat 
dinners and put into practice one of 
the course themes of reclaiming ritual. 
They contributed food and music, 
stories and jokes to the term-end 
celebration drawing on symbols of 
~ c s a c h . ~  In spite of the limitations 
and difficulties, the Jewish students 
did gain understanding and pride, 
new knowledge and new ways of 
connecting to their different Jewish 
cultures. 

Given the demographics of Victo- 
ria, when I teach the course again in 
two years' time, I am unlikely to have 
a majority of Jewish women in the 
class. I will ensure the course is taught 
in the evening so that Jewish women 
in the community will be able to 
attend and so that each meeting will 
be for a longer time period. I will put 
a lot of thought into structuring the 
course so that the needs of Jewish 
students--and particularly ofthe Jew- 
ish women-will be addressed more 
satisfactorily. I will put more thought 
into class dynamics and more prepa- 
ration into lectures, more care into 
integrating course readings with out- 
side speakers. I'm not sure about par- 
ing down the course readings as there 
is so much wonderful literature by 
Jewish feminists, more coming out 
all the time, but I'll probably assign 
much of it as topics for outside read- 
ing and research rather than for class 
discussion. I'll certainly work to en- 
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sure deeper class discussion of fewer 
key readings on selected issues. 

I can hardly believe that I was so 
recently counting the weeks until the 
term ended and now I am so enthu- 
siastically looking ahead to teaching 
another course on Jewish Feminist 
Thought. I would love to share my 
course outline and to swap informa- 
tion and experience with others in- 
terested in teaching similar courses 
or in incorporating material on Jew- 
ish women into other courses. It's 
not that long ago that Jews were 
never hired to teach in Canadian 
universities. Jewish women are part 
of the feminist movement way be- 
yond our numbers in the population 
and many of us are now teaching in 
Women's Studies programs across 
the country. We need to make our- 
selves more visible as Jews and to 
make Jewish women's presence in 
this country more visible. 

I have personally found it very 
frightening to come out as Jewish in 
my classes and to press for Jewish 
content, Jewish visibility in our de- 
partment of Women's Studies, even 

though my colleagues are all friendly 
and supportive. There is more of a 
context to be out as a lesbian prof 
than as a Jewish prof. Each time, I 
have to push mysilf to speak out: for 
example, when feminist authors are 
mentioned but their Jewishness isn't; 
when cosmetic surgery is discussed 
with no reference to Jewish women's 
"nose jobsn; when gender norms are 
discussed with reference only to 
Anglo-Saxon norms, and then chd- 
lenged with reference only to women 
of colour; when systemic interlock- 
ing oppressions are discussed with no 
reference to anti-Semitism, which in- 
stead is lumped vaguely into "all the 
other ismsn; when all Jews are as- 
sumed to be white and all whites are 
simultaneously assumed to belong 
equally to the mainstream; when the 
words "richn and "Jewishn are put 
next to each other in sentences as 
though they belong together. 

We have work to do and it is good 
work, exciting and honourable and 
necessary as well as painfully chal- 
lenging. Reflecting on the successes 
and failures of the first Jewish Femi- 

nist Thought course in Canada, I 
understand and honour the an- 
gry impatience of the Jewish stu- 
dents who found themselves hav- 
ing to educate their gentile class- 
mates on the basic facts of their 
existance as Jews, as well as their 
Jewish prof on some basic facts of 
life outside her cushioned and 
cosy existence. At the same time I 
am glad that I was able provide 
them a platform and a context to 
articulate their anger and to ex- 
plore their ideas collectively. The 
world now has 18 more enlight- 
ened gentiles and seven more 
committed Jews. So, what are 
you waiting for? Let's get to work. 

'Yiddish for troubles or prob- 
lems. 

~ n ' t t e n  Out of Histooly which 
had I read it more carefully would 
never have included; in spite of 
giving useful information about 

Sophla Rosenberg, m e  Book, " aqvlic on paper, 21' x 29: a range Of Jewish women it is not 

1994. Collection of Alvin and Gloria Rosenberg. of an intellectual calibre suitable 
Photo: Sonja Bridge for a university course. The other 

required texts were: Women as Ritual 
Experts, a marvellous ethnographic 
study of elderly Middle Eastern, 
mainly Kurdish, Jewish women in 
Jerusalem that effectively shatters all 
North American Ashkenazi precon- 
ceptions about Jewish women; Below 
the PriceofRubiesabout Eastern Euro- 
pean left-wing Jewish women radi- 
cals of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries; Nice Jewish Girlr 
and The TribeofDina, classicanthol- 
ogies ofNorth American Jewish fem- 
inist identity politics; and Fireweed 
#35 the first Canadian Jewish feminist 
anthology. Students were uniformly 
enthusiastic about the readings. 
3 ~ h e  sec& is the festive meal during 
which the story of the flight from 
slavery in Egypt towards freedom is 
read from the Hagada. A traditional 
sec& is structured around the meta- 
phor of four sons' responses to Jewish 
community, illustrating different ap- 
proaches to the challenge of Jewish 
history. Jewish feminists have 
feminized the metaphor as part ofour 
reappropriation of traditional forms. 
The four approaches consist of the 
wise daughter who includes herself 
within the community and desires 
more knowledge about the history; 
the wicked daughter who distances 
herself from the community and 
refixes knowledge; the simple daugh- 
ter who seeks knowledge only at a 
superficial level; and the daughter 
who lacks even the knowledge that 
there exists something about which 
to be knowledgeable. 
%he spring holiday comemmorating 
the exodus from Egypt. 

Deborah Yaffe is a Senior Instructor in 
the Department of Women i Studies at 
the University opictoria, a member of 
the Everywornam Books cohmmve, a 
longtime fminist activist with a more 
recent interest in Jewish f m i n h  (as 
dritinctfiom fminist J d i s m ) ,  and a 
lover of Jewish mcess. 

Sophia Rosenberg is an artist and writer 
currently living in Victoria, K. She lives 
with her partner, Catherine, and their two 
feline femiliars; 
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Bad Attitudels on Trial 
Pornography, Feminism, 
and the Butler Decision 

Brenda Cossman, Shannon 
Bell, Lise Gotell & Becki Ross 

At CRlTlCAL ANALYSIS OF PORNOGRAPHY 

he Supreme Court's Butler (1992) 
decision. Mainstream, or straight, 
pornography still flourishes, while those 
centering on on gay and lesbian sex and 
s/m sex, are the focus of censorship. It is 
the censorship of sexual others that the 
authors critique from a legal, cultural, gay, 
and philosophical standpoint. 

'Bad Attitude/s is a superb book. It 
challenges us all to examine our preju- 
dice about what pornography is. A 
provocation in the best sense of the 
word.' Drucilla Cornell, author of 

The Imaginary Domain 
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Gigolos and Madames 
Bountiful 

Illusions of Gender, Power, 
and Intimacy 

Adie Nelson and Barrie W. 
Robinson 

L ElTERS, PERSONAL ACCOUNTS, AND 

anecdotes present an intriguing, often 
hilarious look at gigolos' relations with 
their partners. This unique study looks at 
love, sex, gender, intimacy, and power 
offers a radical new view of the dynamics 
that inform all intimate partnerships. 

'The book is an eye-opener, revealing 
what most of us would have expected 
anyway: such relationships are fraught 
with identity tensions. Except for the 
money issue, a women and her boy 
toy. ..play out many of the same male- 
female scripts of unequal power that the 
rest of us do.' 

Lorri Neilsen, Halifax Daily News 

344pp / 6x9 / 1994 
Cloth 0-8020-061 3-2 $24.95 
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Aborting Law 
An Exploration of the 

Politics of Motherhood and 
Medicine 

Gail Kellough 

I N ABORTING LAW GAIL KELLOUGH EXAMINES 

the hegemonic processes concerning the 
control of women and reproduction. In 
doing so she illustrates how individual 
liberty and collective welfare are socially 
structured through the institutions of law 
and medicine. 

349 p p / 6 x 9 /  1996 
Cloth 0-8020-2971 -X $45.00 
Paper 0-8020-7741 -2 $1 8.95 

Tournaments of Value 
Sociability and Hierarchy 

in aYemeni Town 
Anne Meneley 

T" STEREOTYPICAL. VIEW OF MIDDLE 
Eastern life concentrates on Islamic 

systems of 'honour' and 'shame' wherein 
women are seen only by their ability to 
affect their families' status negatively. A m e  
Meneley neatly supplies us with examples 
of the opposite - the deep reliance of men 
on their female kin to establish, maintain, 
and indeed increase the family's honour in 
the eyes of the wider community by 
engaging in the exchange of hospitality. 

216pp/6x9/1996 
Cloth 0-8020-0883-6 $45.00 
Paper 0-8020-7868-0 $1 8.95 

Rethinking Restructuring 
Gender and Change in 

Canada 
lsabella Bakker 

D URING THE PAST DECADE CANADIAN 
policy-makers have been forced to 

re-examine familiar governing instruments 
and established programs in the face of 
growing budget deficits, economic 
instability, and a rapidly changing global 
economy. This collection of eighteen 
original essays presents a critical explora- 
tion of the question of political and 
economic restructuring from the vantage 
point of gender. 

292ppl6x911996 
Cloth 0-8020-0702-3 $55.00 
Paper 0-8020-7651 -3 $22.95 

Lesbian Lifestyles 
Women's Work and the 

Politics of Sexuality 
Gillian A. Dunne 

A, FASCINNING ILLUSTRATION OF THE 

mportance of analysing sexuality by 
examining ways in which stwping outside 
heterosexuality necessitates and facilitates 
long-term economic independence. 

'This is a ground-breaking study which 
should lead to a profound reassess- 
ment of some key elements of feminist 
and non-feminist understandings of 
women's relationship to employment 
and the domestic sphere.' 
Christine Griffin, University of Birmingham 

Approx. 240 pp / 6 X 9 / October 1996 
Cloth 0-8020-41 04-3 $50.00 
Paper 0-8020-7951 -2 $1 8.95 

North American rights on/)! other rights 
held by Macmillan 

Lesbian Motherhood 
An Exploration of Canadian 

Lesbian Families 
Fiona Nelson 

A, PORTRAIT BASED ON MORE THAN 30 
'ntewiews. Fiona Nelson explores 

the many aspects and stages of lesbian 
motherhood through the lives of two 
groups: those raising children conceived 
in prior heterosexual relationships; and 
those raising children conceived in lesbian 
relationships. Their experience of 
mothering is often strikingly different. 
Included is a directory of Canadian 
resources for lesbian parents. 

'I felt empowered and vindicated by 
Lesbian Motherhood, and I felt that if I 
had known when we fostered our rela- 
tive's baby what I now know after read- 
ing it, we would have been better pre- 
pared for the difficulties we encoun 
tered.' Esperanza Lavender Jazz Paz, 

The Lesbian Review of Books 

1 5 9 p p / 6 x 9 /  1996 
Cloth 0-8020-0765-1 $50.00 

Paper 0-8020-71 35-X $1 8.95 

University ofToronto Press 
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