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The Canadian branch of The National Council of Jewish Women (NCJW) was 

inaugurated in Toronto in 1897, four years after the first NCJW was established in the United 

States.1 The Toronto Chapter was brought to the city by Mrs. Mendel de Sola after a failed 

attempt of convincing Toronto’s Ladies’ Montefiore Benevolent Society to join the Council.2 As 

the first female-lead Jewish organization in Canada, the Toronto section of the Council dedicated 

itself, “in the spirit of Judaism… to furthering human welfare in the Jewish and general 

communities...” 3 The organization’s commitment to human rights established the Council as 

vital to the advancement, and survival of the Jewish community of Canada.4 

The National Council of Jewish Women of Canada (NCJWC), Toronto Section, has been 

operating for over a century. Its advocacy during the late twentieth century established itself as a 

major force in ensuring equal opportunities for those with disabilities, and defined its role within 

Canadian Jewish society. From 1980 to 1987, the Toronto section of the Council focused its 

enterprise on the living conditions, and experiences of Canadian Jews with disabilities.5 The 
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members of the NCJWC acknowledged that they “were the first ones to work with the Jewish 

physically disabled in Toronto.”6 In 1981, the Council rolled out programming for “The 

International Year of Disabled Persons.”7 The United Nations officially declared 1981 “The 

International Year of Disabled Persons” to create awareness, inclusion, and accessibility for 

those with disabilities.8 The Council was also influenced by the contemporary local activism 

aimed at legislating more inclusive human rights policies in Ontario. According to political 

scientist Brian Howe, Ontario began creating laws in order to “counter discrimination and 

provide for the social right to equal opportunity” in the 1940s.9 Each development in the human 

rights policy was a result of social activism, which primarily focused on race and religion, 

however it eventually developed towards inclusive rights for those with disabilities.10 The social 

context of the 1980s directly affected Toronto, as the United Nations and Ontario’s human rights 

policy encouraged developing civil liberties. Subsequently, the fight for and development of 

fundamental human rights in Toronto, influenced the Council’s activism for Jewish individuals 

with disabilities, during this decade.  

Despite the influential role of the NCJWC, Toronto Section, there is little scholarship that 

analyzes the relationship between the Council, and the individuals with disabilities whom the 

Council aimed to serve. However, this relationship mattered. During a remarkably short seven-
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year period, the Council proved itself vital in exposing the challenging realities that Toronto 

Jews with disabilities faced. The female activists of the Council established the foundations for 

social services, and programs that enhanced Jews with disabilities’ development of their own 

Jewish identities. The activism from the Toronto chapter of the NJCWC took on a particularly 

progressive view on disability, on behalf of those with disabilities, providing support for a 

variety of physical and intellectual disabilities.11 The Council utilized an institutional based 

model, where each institution created and funded by the Council’s women had a particular focus. 

These various associations were staffed by delegated professionals who resourced those with 

disabilities around the city.  

Three projects reveal how the Council successfully connected those with disabilities to 

their fellow Jewish brethren: the Toronto Jewish Society for the Hearing Impaired, the Jewish 

Disabled in Our Community – A Time for Action 5742[1981], and the Task Force on Jewish 

Persons with Disabilities. These three ventures illustrated how the Council considered three 

elements essential for ensuring the social survival of Jews with disabilities, as the projects 

operated as a vehicle to providing attainable educational, communal and religious services.12 As 

a result of their social advocacy, the Council enfranchised those with disabilities, as it connected 

them to the Toronto Jewish community that originally ignored them.  

                                                 
11 Task Force on Jewish Persons with Disabilities [Textual Record] – 1980-1984. “Task Force on Jewish Persons on Disabilities. 

Background and History”. Fonds 38, Series 7-11, Box 9, Shelf 38-6, File 19. National Council of Jewish Women of Canada 
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 The Council’s first act of commitment to those with disabilities came in 1980, when it 

established the Toronto Jewish Society for the Hearing Impaired.13 During the latter part of the 

twentieth century, Canadian law had been evolving towards inclusive rights for those with 

disabilities, however the social attitudes of Jewish Torontonians toward disability did not keep 

pace.14 Council member Donna Shenkman discovered the city’s temperament while volunteering 

at a Christian community centre, where she questioned several hard-of-hearing Jews seeking 

services at the centre. Asking them why did not go to the Jewish community for help, Shenkman 

was told “no help [in the Toronto Jewish community] existed.”15 Following her discovery, 

Shenkman approached the Council and they formulated their pilot project, the Toronto Jewish 

Society for the Hearing Impaired.16 Prior to this project, those with hearing challenges were left 

at the margins of the Jewish community, as their “ the educational, social and spiritual needs ... 

were ... accommodated in the non-Jewish community...”17 These non-Jewish centres were often 

associated with other religious or cultural practices – most of them expressly Christian – which 

established the “central organizing factor of life within each disabled group...to be the disability 

itself.”18 These non- Jewish centres focused solely on the participants disability rather than other 

                                                 
13 The Jewish Disabled in Our Community – A Time for Action 5742 [Textual Record]. -- 1981. Press Release: For the Hearing 
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National Council of Jewish Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Series, Toronto Section Archival Material Sub-Series. OJA. 
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factors apart of their diverse identity, including Jewish interest, culture, religion and social 

practices. 19 The Toronto Jewish Society for the Hearing Impaired’s members acknowledged that 

the Society was a place of support, where a disability was not the sole bond among its members.   

Correspondingly, according to sociologists Karen Bunning and Gabriela Steel, the 

“ability to be Jewish is a primary factor in identity development.”20 Bunning and Steel determine  

that the only way to develop this Jewish identity is through participation with Jewish culture and 

religion.21 This rhetoric is mirrored by a common understanding that believed the“ idea of being 

Jewish is to do things which are Jewish...”22 These third party centres were not satisfying a 

Jewish identity because“ there was no common denominator other than [their] disabilities.” 23 

Therefore, the lack of Jewish organizational services available to these Jews before the early 

1980s, which forced those Jews with disabilities towards services outside of their community, 

resulted in barriers to the development of Jewish identity, and a focus on their disability. The 

Council, through the Society, aimed to remedy this perceived dilemma by creating a forum that 

connected a community of Jewish individuals with disabilities under one organization. They 

hoped this forum would facilitate this community to share common interests, customs, culture, 
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Council of Jewish Women. November 6, 1981. Fonds 38, Box 10, Shelf 37-7, Series 7-13, File 48. National Council of Jewish 

Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Series, Toronto Section Archival Material Sub-Series.OJA, 1 

 
20 Bunning, Karen and Gabriela Steel. 2007. "Self-Concept in Young Adults with a Learning Disability from the Jewish 

Community." British Journal of Learning Disabilities 35 (1): 43-49. doi:10.1111/j.1468-
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practices and beliefs. In turn, as demonstrated by Bunning and Steel, the members of the Society 

could internalize Jewish experiences and identify with the Jewish community. Through the 

Society, those individuals who were hard-of-hearing were able to harvest elements of their 

Jewish identity, as they could engage with the Toronto Jewish Community. By providing a way 

to formulate Jewish identity, the Council’s women facilitated access to Jewish culture, and 

religion for those with disabilities. The creation of the Society aided in enfranchising this 

Toronto Jewish community, as it freed those with disabilities from identifying solely with their 

disability. 

The Council’s women wanted to develop their activism to include the diverse Jewish 

community with a variety of disabilities. In a letter to the City of North York, Patricia Starr, 

President of the NCJWC, Toronto Section, in 1981, stated that success of the Toronto Jewish 

Society for the Hearing Impaired initiated a sequence of social advocacy for Jewish individuals 

with disabilities.24 In 1981, during the United Nation’s international year for individuals with 

disabilities, the NCJWC organized a conference with the Canadian Jewish Congress, entitled 

“The Jewish Disabled in Our Community – A Time for Action 5742”, held at its headquarters.25 

The two-day long event included a variety of speakers, programs and workshops, intended as it 

was  “to sensitize and mobilize the Jewish community to the needs of our disabled and ... to 

advocate on their own behalf.” 26 The Conference was an arena for communication, as those with 

                                                 
24 Conference on the Disabled [Textual Record]-1981.” Letter to the City of North York.” Patricia Starr. October 28, 1981. Fonds 

38, Series 7-11, File 22. National Council of Jewish Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Series, Toronto Section Archival Material 

Sub-Series. OJA. 

 
25 The Jewish Disabled in Our Community – A Time for Action 5742 [Textual Record].” The Jewish Disabled in our Community 

– Time for Action. The Canadian Jewish News. November 12, 1981. -- 1981. Fonds 38, Box 10, Shelf 37-7, Series 7-13, File 48. 

National Council of Jewish Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Series, Toronto Section Archival Material Sub-Series. OJA. 

 
26 The Jewish Disabled in Our Community – A Time for Action 5742 [Textual Record]. -- 1981. National Council of Jewish 

Women of Canada, Toronto Section Communiqué. October 27, 1981. Fonds 38, Box 10, Shelf 37-7, Series 7-13, File 48. 

National Council of Jewish Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Series, Toronto Section Archival Material Sub-Series. OJA. 
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and without disabilities were able to work together to develop programming that would provide 

the opportunity, for a neglected portion of the community, to act, think and speak in ways that 

connected with Canadian Jewish culture.27 Their proposed resolutions involved making religious, 

social, and educational programs more accessible for those with disabilities.28 The meeting also 

acknowledged the feelings of rejection that many Jews with disabilities felt by the broader 

Canadian Jewish community.29 Their call for affirmative action aimed to hold Jewish 

institutional leaders responsible for their ignorance towards those on the periphery.30 The 

solutions agreed upon during the Conference would mimic the Council’s pilot project, the 

Toronto Jewish Society for the Hearing Impaired, but would also represent those with a variety 

of disabilities. 

The NCJWC, Toronto Section, would come to see this event as the critical wedge 

program it launched to help promote social change among Toronto Jewry; it would soon add 

programs that advance in the realms of education, recreation, religion and social services.31 

Following the Conference, the NCJWC, Toronto Section, struck the Task Force on Jewish 

                                                 
27 The Jewish Disabled in Our Community – A Time for Action 5742 [Textual Record]. -- 1981.” Disabled Long for Much 

Closer Ties to City’s Jewish Communal Life”. Stern, Beverely. November 26, 1981.The Canadian Jewish News. The National 

Council of Jewish Women. November 6, 1981. Fonds 38, Box 10, Shelf 37-7, Series 7-13, File 48. National Council of Jewish 

Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Series, Toronto Section Archival Material Sub-Series. OJA, 1. 

 
28 Service Portfolio [Textual Record, Graphic Material, Object].--1936 -1995, Task Force on Jewish Persons with Disabilities 

[Textual Record, Graphic Material].--1980 -1984. Jewish Disabled in the Community –A Time for Action. October 2, 1981. 

Fonds 38, Box 9, Shelf 38-6, Series 7-11, File 20. National Council of Jewish Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Section Series, 

Service Portfolio Sub-Series. OJA. 
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Toronto Section Archival Material Sub-Series. OJA, 6. 
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Persons with Disabilities.32 The Task Force on Jewish Persons with Disabilities declared itself 

committed “to improving the quality of life of all Jewish persons with disabilities.”33 Housed at 

Council headquarters, at 4700 Bathurst Street, the Council utilized their position of power and 

the positive responses from the Conference to leverage the Federal Government of Canada, 

Wintario, and the Laidlaw Foundation to assist in funding their new project.34 The development 

of this institution for those with disabilities, illustrates how the Council adopted and practiced the 

ideology from the Conference, as the Task Force was initiated to fulfill the Conference’s goals. 

This organization became the representing voice of a marginalized community, with the goal of 

raising awareness and integration, as well as identifying specific needs of those with 

disabilities.35  

The Task Force encouraged and provided support for the independence of Toronto 

Jewish community with disabilities, through establishing five major ventures. These five projects 

included their literature, On the Move and the Task Force Newsletter, their documentary A Two 

Way Street, the childhood educational tool Kids on the Block, and the Bathurst-Prince Charles 

Housing Project. The cumulative effect of these five experiments encouraged a dialogue among 

Toronto Jewry with and without disabilities. These ventures aligned with what Sheva Medjuck, 

author of an article entitled “Jewish Survival in Small Communities in Canada,” described as 

methods small town Jewish communities utilized to ensure survival and success. The interests of 

                                                 
 
32 Task Force on People with Disabilities, “On the Move” [Textual Record, Graphic Material]. –1984. Task Force on Jewish 

Persons with Disabilities. Fonds 38, Box 10, Shelf 37-7, Series 7-13, File 49. National Council of Jewish Women of Canada 

Fonds, Toronto Section Series, Toronto Section Archival Material Sub-Series. OJA ,1. 

 
33 The Jewish Disabled in Our Community – A Time for Action 5742 [Textual Record]. -- 1981.On The Move. The National 

Council of Jewish Women. November 6, 1981. Fonds 38, Box 10, Shelf 37-7, Series 7-13, File 48. National Council of Jewish 

Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Series, Toronto Section Archival Material Sub-Series. OJA,1. 

 
34 Task Force on People with Disabilities, “On the Move” [Textual Record, Graphic Material]. –1984. Task Force on Jewish 

Persons with Disabilities. Fonds 38, Box 10, Shelf 37-7, Series 7-13, File 49. National Council of Jewish Women of Canada 

Fonds, Toronto Section Series, Toronto Section Archival Material Sub-Series. OJA, 1-5. 

 
35 Ibid., 28. 
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the Task Force and the Council provided a blueprint for the kinds of strategies used. The Task 

Force and the Council collaborated to establish organizations as a method for independence, 

advocacy and change for the Jewish community with disabilities. Through these five ventures, 

the Task Force connected those disenfranchised Jews to their Jewish identity, which included an 

association to Jewish religion, customs, and culture.36 

 The Task Force compiled two bodies of literature, with the goal of educating and 

connecting the Toronto Jewish community. Their informational tool, a booklet entitled On the 

Move, was extensively researched and composed by the Task Force on Jewish Persons with 

Disabilities, the National Council of Jewish Women of Canada, as well as four university 

students.37 The booklet strove to “provide information for the disabled on transportation, Jewish 

education, recreation, vocational rehabilitation and housing.”38 Divided into various sections, the 

leaflet supplied contact information and summaries on the transportation, education, counselling, 

social, recreational, and rehabilitation services available to those with disabilities.39 The 

pamphlet provided critical information about accessing city resources, which would allow those 

with disabilities to seek support, autonomously fulfill their needs, and encourage their 

involvement within the Jewish community. In fulfilling these needs, those with disabilities could 

participate in the Toronto Jewish community and connect to their Canadian Jewish identity. 

Through this informational circular, the Council’s women bridged the relationship between 

                                                 
 
36Medjuck, Sheva. "Jewish Survival in Small Communities in Canada." In Canadian Jewry Today: Who's Who in Canadian 

Jewry, edited by Edmond Y. Lipsitz, 99-109. Toronto: J.E.S.L Educational Products, 1989, 100. 

 
37 Public Relations “Portfolio” [Textual Record]. --1981-1983. “With New Directory Jewish Disabled Are Aid. Kray, Janice. 

January 20, 1983. The Canadian Jewish News. Fonds 38, Box 7, Shelf 35-7, Series 7-4, File 10. National Council of Jewish 

Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Section Series, Communication Portfolio Sub-Series. OJA. 

 
38 Ibid. 

 
39 Task Force on People with Disabilities, “On the Move” [Textual Record, Graphic Material]. –1984. On the Move. Fonds 38, 

Box 10, Shelf 37-7, Series 7-13, File 49. National Council of Jewish Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Section Series, Toronto 

Section Archival Material Sub-Series. UJA Federation of Greater Toronto, Ontario Jewish Archives, Blankenstein Family 

Heritage Centre. 
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Toronto Jewry with and without disabilities, as it afforded those with disabilities information 

about the accessible ways of participating in the city’s Jewish community.  

The Council identified education as a major component in battling the prejudice, and 

neglect those with disabilities experienced within Toronto. The NCJWC also strove to provide 

the tools needed for those with disabilities to demonstrate their independence, and advocate for 

themselves. The leaflet was not the Council’s only literary piece as they funded an educational 

quarterly journal.40 Beginning in April 1983 the NCJWC, Toronto Section, sponsored The Task 

Force Newsletter, which contained information about available support systems.41 Operating as a 

“forum for the Jewish Disabled and those who care,” the journal summarized its main goal as 

self-expression, advocacy, and communication within Toronto’s Jewish community.42 The 

quarterly publication contained information about religious, social, and educational programs 

available to those with disabilities.43 The religious programs advertised in the Journal included 

Judaics courses, which provided information on topics regarding the Jewish calendar, as well 

ritual services featuring interpreters and signers.44 The publication also advertised workshops 

developing leadership skills, which were offered by the Task Force and the Council.45 The 

                                                 
40 Service Portfolio [Textual Record, Graphic Material, Object].--1936 -1995, Task Force on Jewish Persons with Disabilities 

[Textual Record].--1980 -1984. Task Force Newsletter. Vol.1.No.1. April, 1983. Fonds 38, Box 9, Shelf 38-6, Series 7-11, File 

19. National Council of Jewish Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Section Series, Service Portfolio Sub-Series. OJA. 
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42 Task Force on People with Disabilities, “On the Move” [Textual Record, Graphic Material]. –1984. Task Force on Jewish 

Persons with Disabilities. Fonds 38, Box 10, Shelf 37-7, Series 7-13, File 49. National Council of Jewish Women of Canada 

Fonds, Toronto Section Series, Toronto Section Archival Material Sub-Series. OJA, 2. 

 
43 The Jewish Disabled in Our Community – A Time for Action 5742 [Textual Record]. -- 1981. Task Force News: A Forum For 
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38, Box 10, Shelf 37-7, Series 7-13, File 48. National Council of Jewish Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Series, Toronto 

Section Archival Material Sub-Series. OJA, 1-17. 
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creation of these leadership workshops suggests that the members of the Council, through the 

Task Force, aimed to create an organization that would allow those with disabilities to achieve 

independence, and authority to advocate for themselves. The call for leadership reinforced the 

need for a continuous dialogue among those with and without disabilities to unite forces, in order 

to promote social change. The literature, prepared by the Task Force, afforded access to the 

wider Jewish community from which those with disabilities were often excluded.  

 The Task Force’s leaflet and quarterly journal provided avenues of support for those with 

disabilities. The members of the Task Force and the Council wanted to further the dialogue 

among those with and without disabilities, which would consolidate the Toronto Jewish 

community. The Task Force on Jewish Persons with Disabilities produced a cinematic 

investigative report to illustrate this dialogue, titled A Two Way Street.46 The NCJWC, Toronto 

Section, served as executive producer and distributor of the film. 47 Researched by the same 

students who created On the Move, 48 the documentary argued for “the need to involve the 

Jewish disabled in the mainstream of Jewish life.”49 The film also argued that the “traditional 

strength of the Jewish community has depended on its unity and sense of identity.”50 Juxtaposing 

                                                 
 
46 Service Portfolio [Textual Record, Graphic Material, Object].--1936 -1995, Task Force on Jewish Persons with Disabilities 

[Textual Record].--1980 -1984.Task Force Newsletter. Fonds 38, Box 9, Shelf 38-6, Series 7-11, File 19. National Council of 

Jewish Women of Canada Fonds, Toronto Section Series, Service Portfolio Sub-Series. OJA. 

 
47 Service Portfolio [Textual Record, Graphic Material, Object].--1936 -1995, Task Force on Jewish Persons with Disabilities 

[Textual Record].--1980 -1984.A Two Way Street .National Council of Jewish Women of Canada. Task Force on Jewish Persons 
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this community ideal with the obvious neglect showed towards the accessibility needs of those 

with disabilities, as well as the loss of Jewish identity they experienced, the filmmakers hoped to 

influence” decision makers, administrators ... community leaders... [and] the disabled to become 

...active contributors to Jewish life.” 51 The filmmakers of A Two Way Street attempted to inform 

viewers that the only solution to the fragmented unity, and identity of the Jewish community was 

communication between both parties.52 When the Council and Task Force distributed the 

documentary, they included a learning kit, discussion materials, and additional resources, 

intended to further stimulate this conversation.53 The filmmakers hoped that these kits would 

remedy the fragmented identity of those with disabilities. The Council and the Task Force 

provided a platform for the marginalized community to be heard. Thus, the NCJWC, Toronto 

Section, equipped the Toronto Jewish populace with the tools to create social change. This 

change revitalized the Jewish community and identity, as it reconnected those with disabilities to 

their neighbours.  

 The Task Force and the Council also collaborated with other organizations on a travelling 

theatre project titled, Kids on the Block, a ”troupe of puppets representing both able and disabled 

children.”54 The Council worked alongside the Junior League, as well as a Toronto based 

organization for those with intellectual disabilities, and the Ministry of Tourism and 
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Recreation.55 The parties involved hypothesized that if they “teach today’s children that the 

disabled are just like them, they will accept ... more readily than [their] generation is doing.”56 

This project was unique in comparison to other Task Force and Council initiatives because its 

intended audience included Jewish and non-Jewish students, as the troupe performed in secular 

public schools.57 Despite the lack of a specified ethnic or religious audience, the Council 

contributed funds, volunteers, and their headquarters, for training the puppeteers.58  

The creation of the troupe signalled a change in the Council’s focus, as its members 

realized that proactive solutions would outperform retroactive care. The Council’s members, 

through the puppet troupe, attempted to prevent further creation of social prejudices and 

unwritten laws against those with disabilities at adolescence, rather than adulthood. In addition, 

the Kids on the Block performances further debased Torontonian’s stigma through portraying 

those with disabilities in a positive light, as they focus on their abilities, which advanced a 

positive self-image.59 This affirmative likeness was intended to promote an identity formation 

beyond the realms of the prejudice towards disabilities.  
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 The last collaborative project of the NCJWC, Toronto Section, and the Task Force was 

the development of a housing community, in 1984.60 Prior to the construction of this building, 

the Council and the Canadian Jewish Congress developed surveys that were advertised in local 

newspapers to identify the needs of those with disabilities.61 Their study exposed the need for 

attendant care, partial independent living suites, and accessibility to the Jewish community, 

which dictated the direction of the building’s execution.62 The building project was a joint 

venture between the Council, the Task Force, and Tridel Corporations, a Canadian based real 

estate developer, builder, and property manager.63 The Council convinced Tridel Corporations to 

make all the units available for those living within the margins, and acquired funding through the 

Provincial Government, Canada Mortgage, and the Housing Corporation.64 The housing project, 

located at the corner of Bathurst and Prince Charles Street in Toronto, included 160 units 

“designed to provide affordable and accessible housing for the elderly, the disabled and 

families.”65 In order to provide accessible housing, the Council and the Task Force established 
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their own committee to develop programming for the building’s residents, which included 

classes on meal preparations, life skills, and other services.66 It was also important for the 

Council and Task Force to develop the housing community near the Toronto Jewish community, 

which meant access to kosher butchers, synagogues, as well as Jewish cultural and recreational 

centres.67 The location of the housing community allowed for a direct path to Jewish communal 

life, through the proximity of Jewish cultural, religious and recreational centres.  

 The impact of the Task Force on Jewish Persons with Disabilities, and its five mid-1980s 

ventures, neatly illustrates Medjuck’s typology for how small Jewish communities strategized to 

maintain Jewish identity. The Task Force ventures align with Medjuck’s theory of survival, and 

also transposes these small-town strategies from the geographic margins to social ones, within a 

major metropolitan Canadian Jewish community. According to Medjuck, “[Jewish] ethnic life 

has two major components: one that revolves around the...religious institutions and...the 

communal, non-religious life...” 68 The components of religious and non-religious life vital to 

maintaining a Jewish identity, she wrote, included the home, the synagogue, the state of Israel, 

institutional support, and friendship.69 The creation of the Task Force, On the Move, Task Force 

News, Two Way Street, Kids on the Block, and the Bathurst-Prince Charles Housing Project 

fulfilled all but one component needed in maintaining a Jewish identity. The Council did not 
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emphasize Zionism or the State of Israel during their activism. The lack of focus on the State of 

Israel may be a result of the Council’s tunnel vision on reconnecting those with disabilities to the 

larger Jewish community in Toronto.  

 The Task Force on Jewish Persons with Disabilities, On the Move, Task Force News, 

Two Way Street, and Kids on the Block are ventures that afforded those with disabilities a 

connection to communal institutions beyond the home, or the synagogue. Medjuck states that 

communal organizations bind “the communities together and provid[e] a sense of common 

identity...” 70 Despite the author’s focus on Jewish camps, the Task Force, its literature, its 

documentary, and puppet troupe also provided those with disabilities the opportunity to share a 

cohesive sense of identity.71 The Task Force’s ventures illuminated how those on the periphery 

of Toronto Jewry were able to participate in the broader Jewish community’s social, and 

religious life. Through participation, individuals with disabilities developed an overall common 

sense of identity. As a result of this shared sense of identity, the marginalized group experienced 

a cohesion, which enfranchised those Jews with disabilities as they connected to the Toronto 

Jewish community at large. Therefore, the Council, through the Task Force, provided an 

opportunity to develop a cohesive Jewish identity through creating, funding and exposing 

accessible Jewish communal organizations to those with disabilities.  

 Correspondingly, Medjuck also identifies the Jewish home, the synagogue and the role of 

friendship as vital components in identity development. The author suggests that the Jewish 

home, “ has...played a...crucial role for the maintenance of Jewish identity.”72 The domestic 

sphere is a place where Jewish religious and cultural practices, like kosher diets and holiday 
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celebrations, are executed.73 Subsequently, Medjuck views religious practices and the synagogue 

as a,” focal point for organized Jewish life.”74 The community housing project, located on the 

corner of Bathurst and Prince Charles Street found itself near the heart of Toronto’s Jewish 

community.75 As a result of the building’s location, the Council, through its housing project, 

connected individuals with a variety of disabilities to the Jewish community, which allowed 

participation in Jewish religious, cultural and social practices. The opportunity to participate 

within the Jewish community resulted in an identification with it, and an enhanced identity 

associated with being Jewish. Furthermore, the community housing project also encouraged 

friendship among the Jewish community, which Medjuck establishes as a final factor in Jewish 

identity formation. Medjuck believes that the role of friendship, as an “informal 

community...promotes group cohesion.”76 The community housing encouraged the development 

of friendship, through the inclusion of 160 mixed units for various incomes, ages, and 

disabilities.77 The buildings mixed demographic resulted in a diverse socialization within the 

Jewish community, which encouraged friendships. These friendships allowed those with 

disabilities to engage with others and share common customs, culture, values or beliefs. Through 

participating in Toronto’s Jewish community, the individuals with disabilities are able to develop 

a strong identification with Jewish culture. Thus, the Council, with its five initiatives through the 
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Task Force, allowed for a unified sense of community, and Jewish identity for those with a 

variety of disabilities.  

 As the Task Force grew and successfully reconnected those with disabilities to their 

Jewish community, the Council released the institution from its leadership.78 The Council 

entrusted the local community to facilitate Task Force services.79 The NCJWC only funds pilot 

projects, and when these initiatives reach its peak growth it is turned over to the community.80 

The Task Force was passed along to the Jewish Community Centre, which made changes during 

this transition to create accessible services and access to them.81 The Council still supports the 

Kids on the Block troupe but it is now referred to as Teaching Awareness Through Puppetry.82 

The Council has also progressed their activism towards other marginalized communities, within 

Toronto Jewry.83 However, despite releasing the Task Force to the Jewish Community Centre, 

the NCJWC, Toronto Section, developed an “increasing level of responsiveness in a community 

that was largely unresponsive.”84  

Ultimately, the National Council of Jewish Women of Canada, Toronto Section, 

successfully exposed the reality and experiences of those with disabilities in the Toronto Jewish 
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community of the 1980s. They revealed the separation, within the city’s institutions, among 

those with and without disabilities. Furthermore, the Council successfully remedied this obstacle 

through establishing organizational support systems for this marginalized Jewish body. Despite 

receiving support from various outlets, the Council demonstrated their dominance, as they often 

initiated these avenues of support. Their advocacy reconnected those with disabilities to their 

Jewish brethren, culture, and religion. Through revitalizing this mutual connection, the Council 

enfranchised those with disabilities by helping them develop their Jewish identity. Thus, an 

analysis of three main initiatives, the Toronto Jewish Society for the Hearing Impaired, the 

Jewish Disabled in Our community –A Time for Action 5742[1981], and the Task Force on 

Jewish Persons with Disabilities, reveals the integral role of the matriarch in consolidating the 

Jewish community. The National Council of Jewish Women defied gender role stereotypes 

through their professional volunteerism, which contributed to the ever growing and diverse 

definition of Canadian Jewish identity.  


