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Women’s/Feminist/Gender Studies

in the U.S.:

Personal Reflections on Forty Years of Academic Activism

Estelle B. Freedman

Congratulations on the twentieth anniversary of the Tokai Foundation
for Gender Studies. I thank the organizers for giving me this opportunity to
reflect on my journey through the history of women’s studies. In this talk, I
take both a personal and a long view of our mutual academic enterprise. To
explore the changing intellectual and political climates in which women’s
studies emerged and survived, I have mined my own personal archive and
memories as well as the historical record. Although my experience, and my
expertise, relate largely to the U.S., I am aware of intersections and parallels
with Japanese history and have tried to incorporate a few of them.

My presentation consists of four sections. In the “Prologue: Locating
Woman as Subject,” I address my own coming to consciousness as a feminist,
when the category of woman first came into focus for me—right here in
Nagoya, Japan, in 1968. The next section, “Solidarity and Institution
Building,” explores the emergence of feminist scholarship during the period
when women’s studies programs, centers, and publications flowered in the
1970s and 1980s. The third part, “Crises and Reaction,” begins with my own
experience of backlash against feminist studies and explores the challenges to
the field, particularly in the 1980s and 1990s. The final section, “Resilience,”
addresses the transformation and survival of women studies from the 1990s
to the present.

Several questions inform my reflections, including: What motivated
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my generation to develop “feminist consciousness”® What forms of inquiry
and programs emerged in women’s and feminist studies, and what did
their changing names signify? How did the academy resist and shape these
interests? How and why did the field diversify, and within what intellectual
contexts? Finally, what accounts for the personal and institutional staying

power of this once—and still-controversial academic project?

[. Prologue: Locating Woman as Subject

Scholars of feminism in both the U.S. and Japan situate the origins
of women’s studies in the women’s liberation movements that emerged
in various societies in the late 1960s and the early 1970s. That explosive
political moment built upon broader social conflicts. In the U.S., both
the racial justice and anti-war struggles exposed inequality and abuses of
power. Mass protest occurred in India among agrarian and urban workers.
In Paris, Tokyo, New York, and elsewhere, students demonstrated en masse,
questioning authority and condemning imperialism. For some participants,
their own experiences as women compelled them to apply questions of power
to inequalities of gender.! From the outset, then, feminism and women’s
studies developed within a climate of critical inquiry and activism.

My personal coming to consciousness of gender inequality attests
to the influence of these social movements. To provide a measure of the
intensity of social change at this time, let me recall an incident that I tell
my students, although it still embarrasses me. In 1967, I was a conventional
sophomore student attending Barnard College (the women’s college within
Columbia University in New York City). My faculty advisor, Annette Baxter,
told me she would be offering a course on the history of women in the U.S.
(only later would I learn that it was one of the earliest courses on the subject).
When she suggested that I enroll in it the following year, my literally
sophomoric reaction was as insensitive as it was uninformed. I thought for
a moment and then said to her face, “No, I don’t want take women’s history.
I'd rather study rea/ history.” In 1967, I clearly did not value women as a
subject of history. Just a year later, however, I returned to her office to inquire
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whether she was still teaching that women’s history class. In the interim I had
become hungry for new understandings of the past, including women’s.

What had transpired in the year between our conversations? The
short answer is “1968”—an intense historical moment that shaped my
nascent political consciousness. Listening to speakers, reading pamphlets,
and participating in mass anti-war protests taught me about the escalation
of the American war in Vietnam and made me question both militarism
and national leadership. Though I could not yet vote, I became an engaged,
and often enraged, citizen. In April that year, in reaction to student sit-ins
that questioned the university’s racial policies and its complicity with the
war, the Columbia University administration unleashed a night of police
violence against student and faculty protestors. I witnessed first-hand what
I would now refer to as institutional betrayal. In the same months, the
national traumas of the assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert
F. Kennedy shattered my faith in American political institutions. I was
beginning to question every received wisdom.?

Unlike those students who committed themselves to political activism
at this time, I felt immobilized by the contradictions of idealism and
disillusionment. I desperately wanted to find alternative perspectives on the
society that was alienating so many members of my generation. I had never
travelled outside the United States and I decided it was time to do so. Other
members of my “baby-boomer” cohort took backpacking holidays through
Europe or trekked in Tibet. As I looked beyond the U.S., some family
members could not understand why, as an American Jew, I did not choose to
spend time living in Israel. No, I wanted to get as far away as I could from
my East Coast U.S. origins, and from all of my known cultures. My means
were limited, but I learned of a student work-exchange program and applied,
ranking Japan as my top choice for a full-time summer job. Without ever
having heard of Nagoya, Japan, during the summer before my senior year of
college I took a job working at the “Kokusai Hoteru Nagoya.” Looking back
at my journals and pictures from 1968, I can recapture a critical moment in
my coming of age.

I arrived in Nagoya as an unformed young adult, just on the cusp of
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becoming a feminist, not yet able to imagine a future identity as a scholar.
The job and the people I met helped shape my future. For the first time in
my life, I lived independently, working in a foreign country with no prior
knowledge of the language or culture (aside from one East Asian literature
course). I experienced what I later learned to be “culture shock.” I adapted
gradually to the isolation of not being able to read and speak the language
or decode social norms. I learned what it meant to be a foreign “other”
when schoolchildren regularly pointed at me and called out “Gagjin!/” At
the same time, I was fortunate when a Japanese scholar who was staying at
the hotel befriended me, helping me to navigate the culture and engage in
conversations about my observations. I also met college students who pressed
me to explain my view of my own American values: What did I think of
Black power? Student power? Why is the U.S. in Southeast Asia?> Why are
there U.S. bases in Japan? I had to think in new ways about my identity—as
an American, a student, a worker, and as a woman.

My life changed from the minute I arrived. After a few days of
orientation in Tokyo—housed at a lovely ryokan and introduced to the
Japanese bath—TI arrived in Nagoya. For most of the summer, I lived in a
worker’s dormitory on what was then the edge of town. From my window
I could see women wearing traditional farm clothing tending small family
rice paddies. On my job, I learned a different kind of female labor. Six days a
week I took a bus into the city. Each morning I waited tables at the breakfast
service in the main dining room; then I rotated to serve at the ground-floor
coffee shop. I spent part of every afternoon staffing the front information
desk to assist English-speaking guests. During late afternoons, several days a
week, I taught an English-language class for hotel workers—maids, waiters,
and busboys who wanted to improve their positions. I made up the practical
conversation lessons based on my observations of interactions between guests
and workers. I had once sworn that when I chose a career it would be “anything
but a teacher,” because that was the only career available to women. In this
class, my first teaching experience, I had a taste of the rewards of sharing
knowledge with eager and appreciative students.

I also became a student myself, learning along with other female



Women’s/Feminist/Gender Studies in the U.S.

employees about what I would scholars refer to as “women’s culture.” Most
of the dorm residents who cleaned rooms or waited on tables at the hotel
came from rural families. They planned to save money for a few years before
entering arranged marriages. As I later realized, their lives resembled young
women in the early 19t century U.S. who left farms to work in the first
textile mills in New England. To counter fears that factory labor would
expose these young women to moral ruin, the owners offered paternalistic
assurances to families that “factory girls” could maintain their respectability.
They provided dormitory housing for the young workers who lived in
shared rooms, supervised by matrons who looked out for their morals. The
companies also encouraged suitable female pastimes, such as sewing and
bible-study, at the end of the ten to twelve hour workdays.3

Similarly, in the 1960s, the International Hotel provided separate male
and female workers” dormitories, with adult matronly supervision. As in the
earlier mill towns, young single women created communities of friendship
and a workers’ culture. I wrote in my journal, for example, of entering one
of the shared dormitory rooms and hearing “Beautiful harmony of six girls
and an instrument (kofo) following a traditional tune.® At the workplace,
the hotel provided classes for women workers (I do not know if there were
any equivalents for young men). I joined in weekly lessons on the arts of
flower arrangement and the Japanese tea ceremony. While I cannot claim
to have acquired any of these skills, I did learn a great deal about aesthetics,
grace, and cooperation from watching my co-workers more successfully apply
their lessons. Without anticipating or naming the process, my employer had
provided me with an education in traditional Japanese women’s culture.

Some of the women workers I met who came from urban families had
greater educational opportunities and could converse more easily in English.
From them I heard of longings for education and their complaints about
wages, hours, and living conditions—including the question of “opportunities
for women’s advancement.” I dared to raise these concerns in one of my heart-
to-heart talks with Mr. Sugiyama, the hotel manager. Increasingly my eye
began to notice female landscapes—on the streets, in the stores, in a family

where I stayed for a while, in excursions to Pearl Island and Kyoto. In my
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journal, as with my camera, I recorded the sights of women:

Carrying babies on their backs /in work pants pushing carts through
streets / tearing down a building / carrying loads as big as themselves

working in the kitchen all morning/ all afternoon, caring for the men
and children / bent over in the rice fields / still bent walking down the
street. . . . [and] the well-to-do in kimono and obi / refined, poised,

fan in hand.

I puzzled over arranged and seemingly alienating marriages, asking myself
why “A woman should exist for home-keeping and child rearing, a man for
his company.” My closest two Japanese friends swore to refuse this pattern,
and I wondered how they would find the independence they imagined.

Rereading these journal entries, it strikes me how little I recognized
the parallel challenges at home in the U.S., how it took this long journey
to see in an unfamiliar culture what turned out to be a more global pattern.
“Reculturation” I wrote at the time, “see the world to discover your own.” In
the US and elsewhere, cultural norms dictated that women should marry and
subsume their identity to familial labor; workplace hierarchies included male
management supervising female workers; and women performed difficult
labor, determined by their class position. Turning age 21 in Japan, I began to
recognize these expectations and constraints in my own life.

When 1 returned to the United States in the fall of 1968, I carried a
life-long gratitude to everyone in Japan who so graciously guided me on this
journey, providing gifts and insights that I still treasure. Over the next year, I
took classes on Japanese history and language, but I turned even more deeply
to understanding American history and soon to understanding gender. My
own entry into the labor market after college left me disillusioned with the
limited tasks assigned to educated women and eager to return to academic
studies. In 1970, a fortuitous exposure to mimeographed copies of early
radical feminist writings then circulating in New York City provided that
“Aha!” (or, Click!) moment that deepened my consciousness as a woman
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and led me to identify as a feminist.> By the time I began graduate school in
U.S. history at Columbia University, I was eager to take on the patriarchy
wherever 1 encountered it. The subject “woman” had become the most
compelling on my intellectual agenda, yet the fields of women’s history and

women’s studies did not yet exist. Our generation would have to create them.

II. Solidarity and Institution Building in the 1970s and 1980s

In 1970, the year I enrolled at Columbia, the women’s liberation
movement exploded into public consciousness, challenging the foundations
of American educational institutions. What had begun as an underground
counterculture hit the newsstands that year. A Time magazine cover story
featured radical feminist Kate Millett, whose new literary study, Sexua/
Politics, helped revolutionize academic inquiry on gender. Journalist Robin
Morgan published the influential anthology Sisterhood is Powerful in the
mainstream press. Simultaneously, thanks to liberal feminist lobbying to
enforce recently enacted laws against sex discrimination, graduate and
professional schools eliminated their quotas on women’s admission.

This new access, along with the political climate of questioning
inequality, fostered an intellectual and legal sea change in academia. It
enabled my generation to open new inquiries and apply new methods. For
me, it meant the opportunity to help create what became “the new women’s
history.” More than a profession, women’s history resembled a social
movement. Along with expanding the curriculum, feminist historians sought
to redress continuing sex and race discrimination in higher education. Over
the next quarter century, we infiltrated curriculum from elementary to
graduate schools; reshaped historical museums and national parks; produced
documentary films; and influenced public policy debates. As in other
disciplines, women’s history would gradually expand beyond addressing
woman as a subject to apply an analysis of power to gender, sexual, and race
relations.”

At the outset, though, getting the training to create this field required

a good deal of self-education. At Columbia, since we had no female let
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alone feminist faculty in U.S. history, graduate students shared readings,
research ideas, and personal support. During one summer school session
I did have the opportunity to study with the pioneering feminist historian
Gerda Lerner, who was then establishing the first women’s history graduate
program at Sarah Lawrence College. In my doctoral research, I studied the
creation of the first separate women’s prisons in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, a movement that occurred simultaneously with the
founding of women’s colleges and women’s clubs. I could not help notice
the parallels in my own time, as I witnessed a revival of “female institution
building” (single-sex organizing by women) within academia.® Across the
disciplines, graduate students and faculty brainstormed to create new journals
(such as Feminist Studies and Signs), organized feminist gatherings (such as
the Berkshire Conference on the History of Women), established presses (such
as the Feminist Press), created campus women’s centers, and taught individual
women’s studies courses.

The establishment of women’s studies programs built upon these
efforts. Throughout the world, feminists within and outside the academy—
often led by graduate students and community activists—pressed for
institutionalization of what we then usually called “women’s studies.”
Feminist scholars created courses that explored women in history, literature,
law, art, psychology, sociology, and more. We designed and administered
interdisciplinary programs. In historian Marilyn Boxer’s words, “a passion
for justice” motivated the founders of women’s studies. Other scholars have
characterized the early U.S. programs as “the academic arm of the women’s
liberation movement,” while in Japan, Chizuko Ueno has written, women’s
studies was “a functional equivalent to women’s activism in the academic
community.”10

Women’s studies classes taught young women and young men to think
critically about gender in their lives and their societies and encouraged them
to do something about it. With an emphasis on putting theory into practice,
programs offered internships in which students gained experience in venues
such as local women’s centers and domestic violence shelters. In the U.S., as

in Japan, initial ties between campus programs and the community frayed

10
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over the years.! Still, women’s studies programs sustained a rich pipeline
for future feminist activists. I recall hearing a rumor that one of the early
programs displayed a sign in its office that subverted a military recruitment
slogan, “We Build Men.” Their version read “We Build Women.” I wanted to
be part of this project.

My first teaching job, at Princeton University, did not provide a very
fertile field for doing so. This elite Ivy League school had first admitted
women students only five years earlier and had hired few female faculty
members. A male bastion, it was also historically both anti-Semitic and
racially exclusive. I was both Jewish and a newly identified lesbian feminist
navigating a blatantly homophobic environment (while I taught there
someone firebombed the rooms of students who had displayed a gay rights
banner). In a sense, the combination of my passion for women’s history, my
feminist identity, and my deep alienation at Princeton made women’s studies
even more of a necessity for me than ever.

Fortunately, an equally alienated and diverse band of feminist
undergraduates successfully petitioned the dean to allow some “student-
initiated courses” on women. They asked me to teach my first U.S. women’s
history class and then a seminar on Women in Third World Revolutions, in
which the students and I created the curriculum together. Other emerging
women’s communities helped sustain me, including my first feminist study
group and my first consciousness-raising group, with other women faculty.
As we read the new literature of feminist scholarship and shared the pains,
and some triumphs, of our teaching, we decided to organize. We authorized
ourselves as an (unofficial) Committee on Women’s Studies and then
recommended that the university institute a program. It would take another
seven years to do so. By then, however, I had left Princeton for California,
where I had longed to relocate ever since I stopped there en route to Japan.
In 1976 T accepted a tenure-track job in the history department at Stanford
University.

In California, San Diego State College had established one of the first
women’s studies programs in 1970. Around the country, other public schools

joined the trend, while most elite private universities lagged behind.!? By the
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time that the National Women’s Studies Association formed in San Francisco
in 1977, American campuses housed 276 programs. Though I did not know
it at the time, the movement was international. In 1977, for example, Ewha
University in Seoul, South Korea created a women’s studies program. The
following year the Women’s Studies Association of Japan formed; fifteen
years later, it had over 300 members.!3

In the U.S,, the first women’s studies programs built on earlier (and
simultaneous) demands by students and faculty who initiated Black or
African American Studies, Native American Studies, and Chicano/a Studies.
Each group had experienced exclusion—both from academia and as subjects
of scholarly study—and each now proudly linked their politics of identity
to demands for social change. In this context, women’s studies programs
appeared radical and thus controversial, particularly on elite research
university or conservative campuses. For one, early women’s studies programs
often broke with the convention of academic neutrality by acknowledging
their political ties to feminism. In addition, some scholars incorporated an
experimental pedagogy that privileged female voices and experiences, while
others employed interdisciplinary and eclectic methodologies.'* From the
outset, critics questioned a lack of objectivity in women’s studies scholarship
and teaching, a challenge that would escalate in the 1980s.

My personal journey illustrates both the opportunities for and
resistance to American women’s studies in this period. In 1976, I became
the second woman ever hired in the Stanford University history department.
On the West Coast I expected a far easier life as a feminist scholar and as
a lesbian. I knew I was heading to a liberal community, and I had already
met with one feminist on the Stanford faculty, the anthropologist Michelle
Zimbalist Rosaldo, who soon became a close colleague. Once I arrived on
campus I encountered several faculty members across the disciplines who
wrote or taught about women and gender. A senior colleague in history,
Carl Degler (a founding member of the National Organization for Women),
already taught a course on women but encouraged me to establish my own.
Compared to Princeton, I felt I had found a safe home.

Just a few years before I arrived, several Stanford faculty members had

12
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persuaded the administration to create a Center for Research on Women
(CROW), one of the first interdisciplinary feminist research centers. I
learned years later how hard they had to fight to get funding for their
initiative. CROW director Myra Strober recalls that one administrator
asked for reassurance that addressing the issue of gender would not require a
long-term university commitment. When “the problems CROW deals with
no longer exist,” he inquired, would she agree they could close the center?
Strober recalls answering, “with the utmost seriousness,” that “as soon as
these problems are solved, CROW should be shut down.” Today, of course,
the problems remain. So does the expanded and renamed Clayman Institute
for Gender Research, a change in nomenclature indicative of the shift from
woman as subject to the study of men, women, and gender relations. Back
then, CROW became part of the National Council for Research on Women
(NCRW), formed in 1981.1® When the journal Women’s Studies Quarterly
published a “list-in-progress” naming research centers worldwide in 1997,
they included over 90 in the U.S. and over 400 others throughout the
world, from Albania to Zimbabwe. In Japan, research institutes like Tokai
flourished well before the establishment of women’s studies programs.”

In addition to the research center, Stanford faculty engaged in program
development and a range of interdisciplinary projects. We jointly edited,
published, and taught. I remember the late 1970s and early 1980s as an era
of constant meetings. As Marilyn Boxer described the larger movement,
we were “Joining the Personal, the Political, and the Professional.”® In the
process, we built friendships and collegial relations among faculty who longed
for community outside their home departments.

One small group of faculty began meeting regularly to educate
ourselves about interdisciplinary scholarship. We called ourselves the CROW
group, from the center’s name, and we tried to keep ourselves up to date
on a new academic approach termed “feminist scholarship.” We shared
the cutting-edge literature in our fields. We explored gender asymmetry,
literary reclamation, and historical periodization. Key texts by psychologist
Carol Gilligan, political theorist Carole Pateman, and our colleague

anthropologist Shelley Rosaldo helped shape the courses we developed.
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We began to circulate lists of classes on women across the disciplines and,
as at Princeton, we self-authorized a group, the Task Force on the Study of
Women at Stanford. In 1979 the task force recommended the creation of an
undergraduate program.

A key conversation concerned naming. I argued strongly for the
title Feminist Studies, and most others agreed or came around. We chose
this name in part to align ourselves with the emerging field of feminist
scholarship, which had moved beyond “woman as a subject of study.” We also
chose it to indicate that the program was not for women only but welcomed
all faculty and students, and to acknowledge our role as an educational arm
of the feminist movement. We had to overcome strong reactions to the name,
and I realize that some faculty and students did not participate because of the
feminist label. In 1980, we did get approval as an individually-designed Inter-
Departmental Major, but opposition to the program name prevented us from
becoming a degree-granting program for another decade.

Along with launching our undergraduate program, faculty had other
opportunities for feminist collaboration. In 1980 a team of Stanford faculty
led by English professor Barbara Gelpi assumed the editorship of SIGNS:
A Journal of Women in Culture and Society. Founded five years earlier by
Professor Catharine Stimpson (who had been my freshman English teacher
at Barnard), Signs had already become a leading new feminist publication.
For the next five years, our Stanford group operated as a collective to edit
interdisciplinary feminist scholarship. To give a sense of our focus at the
time, we published special issues on Women and Violence, Communities of
Women, Feminist Theory, Women and Poverty, Women and Religion, and
“The Lesbian Issue.” A subgroup of faculty also created interdisciplinary
team-taught courses, including a literary and historical approach to “Victorian
Women” in England, France, and the U.S., which led to the publication of an
edited collection of primary historical documents. All of these collaborations

provided a deep education in both feminist scholarship and feminist process.
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II. Crises and Reaction in the 1980s and 1990s

Despite our thriving enterprises, by the time our first class of Feminist
Studies majors graduated in 1982, both our undergraduate program and my
career faced crises. Personally and as a group, we experienced a long season
of loss. In the fall of 1981, our beloved colleague Shelley Rosaldo died
tragically when she slipped and fell on a hillside while doing fieldwork in
the Philippines. We collectively grieved this loss and recommitted ourselves
to continuing her vision of producing intellectually challenging feminist
scholarship. Still in shock, I taught, wrote, and edited while I came up for
tenure review. The Stanford history department voted positively to promote
me with tenure, but in the spring of 1982 the dean of my school rejected
their recommendation. The decision came as a surprise, since my first book
on women’s prison reform had won a women’s studies publication prize, and
Stanford had awarded me two major teaching prizes. I came to understand
the rejection in terms of backlash against feminism and the devaluation of
women’s studies.

I have written elsewhere about this case and its historical meaning, so
I will speak only briefly today about the dean’s rationale for firing me, and
about the outcome.!” According to the dean, my participation in building
the Feminist Studies program did not constitute academic service (as, say,
building an Urban Studies or American Studies program might). Rather, as
one administrator explained, it was merely a “cause,” comparable to founding
a campus chapter of the National Organization for Women. Feminist
Studies, this dean felt, had not yet proven itself as a legitimate academic
concern and might be a temporary fad. It could soon disappear, but tenure
would mean that Estelle Freedman had a guaranteed job at the university
as far in the future as the 2020s! By then I would presumably represent a
sad vestige of a failed academic enterprise. In retrospect, of course, we have
proven this prophet dead wrong. At the time, however, his devaluation of
feminist scholarship could have been a self-fulfilling prophecy: by denying
tenure and resources to feminist faculty, the field certainly would not

flourish.
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In another infuriating ground for denying me tenure—given that I
had won the Dean’s Award for teaching—the dean’s evaluation downgraded
my teaching from “excellent” to merely “very good.” The rationale that
emerged in the documents on my case was that my teaching, like my
scholarship, allegedly focused too narrowly on women. Some colleagues
suggested that the “too narrowly focused on women” formulation could be a
code for my being a lesbian and for teaching lesbian content. To me, though,
the judgement largely implied that women were simply not that important,
not worth all that attention. Given my feminist commitments, I could not
let these judgements go unchallenged, not because I longed to remain at
Stanford but because they questioned the legitimacy of the movements—
women’s studies and feminist scholarship—that sustained me and in which I
believed passionately. For these reasons, I filed an internal “grievance” to the
dean to appeal his decision.

Because so many others shared my outrage, in the early 1980s
the “Estelle Freedman Case” became a symbol of the perils of feminist
scholarship and program building. To my surprise, the national press covered
my appeal. A letter-writing campaign from scholars around the country
probably made it harder for the university to ignore a major public relations
problem. Crucial support from senior colleagues across the university and
the country bolstered by spirits and my case.? Stanford graduate students
designed a t-shirt bearing an adaptation of a quote by nineteenth-century
feminist abolitionist Abby Kelley: “Sisters, bloody feet have worn smooth the
path by which you came here.” They sold them as part of a fund-raising effort
to help cover my legal fees.

A brilliant labor lawyer, Marsha Berzon (who is now a judge on
the influential federal Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals) helped me draft
my appeal. Together we wrote the equivalent of a long legal brief that
persuasively documented the discriminatory nature of the dean’s arguments.
We knew that a federal appellate court had recently ruled that discrimination
against the academic subject of women could constitute illegal sex
discrimination. Between the publicity and external pressure, and probably

fears of a broader class action suit, the university had to reconsider. The
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Provost, who held the final word on appeals, ordered a lengthy investigation.
In summer 1983 he ruled, granting me tenure and overturning his dean (who
soon left the university).

My ordeal was not a singular one, as I learned personally and through
historical perspective. Even as I gained job security, the field of women’s
studies was under attack. In the 1980s and 1990s, feminist scholars around
the country were fighting for their jobs, and for their programs. Indeed,
dozens of faculty members consulted with me over their own tenure cases,
and I tried to pass on my survival tactics to them. Some left academia, some
went to court, some won major victories.

The opposition to feminist studies went beyond the vulnerability
of early practitioners and it came from many fronts. Conservative critics,
including women like Christina Hoff Sommers, accused women’s studies
programs of everything from flabby scholarship to fostering lesbianism to
ruining the lives of boys and men.?! On my campus skepticism remained.
When the well-established Feminist Studies program applied for degree-
granting status in 1990, one dean professed that a Stanford degree would
include the term feminist on it only “over my dead body.” We prevailed, and
he managed to survive the issuing of Feminist Studies degrees.

The attacks on women’s studies in the 1980s and 90s were not isolated
but rather a part of larger political campaigns in the U.S. against liberalism
in education and in society. During this period, for example, conservative
politicians demonized a range of progressive groups—such as labor unions,
welfare recipients, and lesbian and gay artists—and succeeded in eliminating
government support through funding cuts and the reversal of regulatory
policies. Private foundation support that had been critical in establishing
women’s studies also declined. Women’s Studies programs provided grist
for the conservative critiques of moral decay that fueled the rise of the “New
Right” in America and the so-called Reagan Revolution. Feminist politics
and feminist studies made easy targets for the “family values” nostalgia that
helped unite the resurgent Right.

Though they escalated in the 1980s, in subsequent decades these
attacks remained powerful in U.S. politics. In 2002, for example, a state
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legislator tried unsuccessfully to defund the women’s studies program at
the University of Arizona because of complaints of “lesbian undertones” in
a literature course. A decade ago neo-conservative critic David Horowitz
included on his list of “The 101 Most Dangerous Academics in America”
feminist scholars such as Bettina Aptheker, Mary Frances Berry, Angela
Davis, bell hooks, and Gayle Rubin.?? The current right-wing regime seeks
to reverse decades of campus reforms, including anti-rape policies. The
trend is not limited to the United States. As Japanese feminist scholar Ehara
Yumiko has argued, structural problems related to the economic shock caused
by globalization in developed economies have triggered a backlash that
includes a rejection of feminism, illustrated by the phenomenon of “Gender-

Free Bashing” in Japan.?3
V. Resilience: The 1990s to the Present

Emphasizing crisis and backlash, however, tells a very incomplete
story. My personal history may be unique but I think it illustrates a larger
theme in the U.S. I did get tenure and went on to direct our Program in
Feminist Studies, which now has a Ph.D. minor as well as an undergraduate
major, minor, and honors program. For two decades I taught the introductory
interdisciplinary lecture course, FS101, an intensely rewarding and
challenging task that inspired two of my books: No Turning Back, based on
the lectures, and 7he Essential Feminist Reader, an expanded collection of the
historical documents I teach.

Resilience has characterized the history of women’s studies, as well.
Even as skeptics tried to diminish women’s studies as mere consciousness
raising and political rabble-rousing, the field expanded and became more
academically sophisticated. In the U.S., most colleges and universities created
women’s studies programs (there were over 800 by 2007) and a few schools,
including Princeton, have recently established chaired professorships. The
range of academic journals publishing feminist scholarship signals the
breadth and the changing focus of inquiry—to name a few, Women’s Studies

Quarterly, Gender and Society, Feminist Review, GLQ (The Gay and Lesbian
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Quarterly), The Journal of Lesbian Studies, and most recently, 7SQ (The
Transgender Studies Quarterly).

Like this list of publications, the titles of academic programs and
institutes point to transformations in the analytic and theoretical frameworks
for feminist scholarship. While the title “Women’s Studies” dominated early
programs, the term “Gender Studies” first appeared in the 1970s, sometimes
to avoid seeming too rooted in the identity politics of “women’s studies.” In
the 1990s, gender made a major comeback in response to both theoretical
critiques of the category woman and broadening research agendas that
included men and masculinity. At Stanford, when feminist faculty lobbied
successfully in 1990 to include one course about women in the general
education requirement, we used the term “Gender Studies” rather than
feminist studies. Elsewhere, many women’s studies programs added gender
to their titles to become “WGS,” for Women and Gender Studies. With
the emergence of LGBT and queer studies, other programs expanded their
acronyms to signal inclusiveness as “Gender and Sexuality Studies.” Some
of these schools, such as Cornell University and San Diego State University,
also created separate LGBT Studies programs. Another trend has been
the addition or substitution of the term feminist in program titles, so that
Stanford is no longer unique in using this word.

As schools hired faculty in women/gender/sexuality/feminist studies,
graduate students sought advanced training. By the 1990s dozens of
North American schools offered MA degrees and some created doctoral
concentrations or minors; in Japan, both Tokyo Christian and Ochanomizu
universities also offered graduate degrees.?* Early in this century several U.S.
departments chose to name new doctoral degrees Feminist Studies, as did the
Santa Cruz and Santa Barbara campuses of the University of California and
the University of Washington.

A few years ago, after much discussion, we changed the title of the
Stanford program. We did so in part in response to a new generation of
students who wanted Feminist Studies to focus on queer, trans, and gender-
queer subjects, and in part because a younger generation of teachers eagerly

explored these topics. About five years ago the program created a queer
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studies minor track. I agreed with students that we needed to stretch our
identity to be more inclusive, but I argued that in doing so we should not
sacrifice the term feminist—especially given our history of having to defend
that term at every turn. In 2014, we became the Program in Feminist,
Gender, and Sexuality Studies.

Behind this changing nomenclature of adding gender and sexuality
to women’s and feminist studies lies a complex history of intellectual
transformation of the field. Since the 1980s, three substantive challenges
have shaped feminist scholarship and pedagogy: first, the challenge of
acknowledging and addressing exclusionary practices, particularly related to
race and sexuality; second, the challenge of de-centering western feminism
and women’s studies; and third, the challenge of rethinking the category
woman in light of post-modern, queer, and trans theories.

From the formative years of the 1970s and 80s, race has been a serious
concern within U.S. women’s studies. Given the centrality of racial and
ethnic injustice in American history—from slavery and segregation to anti-
Semitism and other nativist responses to immigration—it is not surprising
that feminism has struggled with the legacies of racial discrimination,
exclusion, and hierarchy. From the outset, women of color—Black, Latina,
Asian American, and Native American—challenged feminism and women’s
studies to become more inclusive and more aware of unacknowledged racial
bias.

In the 1980s, an explosion of trenchant academic critiques and creative
analyses transformed women’s studies curricula and research agendas.
For example, two books published in 1981 that raised consciousness of
race became standard texts in women’s studies courses: This Bridge Called
My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, edited by Cherrie Moraga
and Gloria Anazldda, and bell hooks’ Ain’t I a Woman.?> Other feminist
scholars, as well, debunked the notions of an essentialized woman and a
universal sisterhood and documented relations of dominance among groups
of women. In the 1990s, legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw articulated one
of the most influential concepts, that of intersectionality, which has become

a foundational tenet of feminist scholarship, teaching, and politics.2¢ By
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the time I began teaching Introduction to Feminist Studies in the late
1980s, understanding race and unlearning racism had become central to our
pedagogy.

This critique of false universality questioned not only racial but
also sexual hierarchies among women. Although lesbians had helped
establish many American women’s studies programs, the curriculum did
not necessarily include lesbian lives or confront the limits of heterosexism
and homophobia. In my own scholarship on lesbians, for example, I initially
found support outside the university among community activists with whom
I created the San Francisco Lesbian and Gay History Project in the late
1970s. 1 recall having to argue in the early 1980s for the legitimacy of a
special issue of Signs on lesbian scholarship. Over the next decade, however,
lesbian studies courses flourished, and new texts and journals contributed
to the emergence of LGBT studies.?” At the same time, like other scholars
influenced by Michel Foucault’s introduction to the history of sexuality,
my own work increasingly conceptualized lesbian and gay history within
broad political frameworks of sexuality and power. A social constructionist
approach characterized the book I wrote with gay historian John D’Emilio,
Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in America (1988), which applied
analyses of race, gender, and politics to understand the changing meaning of
sexuality for individuals and the state. Similarly, my recent study of sexual
violence (Redefining Rape) incorporates race, gender, and citizenship to
understand the politics of sexuality.?®

Just as the history of racism and homophobia shaped women’s studies,
so too the history of colonialism and western imperialism complicated the
project of “global” women’s studies. Beginning in 1975 with the United
Nations International Women’s Year, followed by two decades of UN
conferences and NGO forums in Mexico City, Copenhagen, Nairobi,
and Beijing, feminists created international communications networks of
scholars as well as activists. International academic gatherings included
the 1989 seminar on “Global Perspectives on Changing Sex-Roles” held at
the National Women’s Education Center in Tokyo.?’ In North America, a
growing scholarship explored not only cross-cultural studies of women’s lives
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but also the global reach of feminism, or transnational feminism.

From the outset, the internationalization of women’s studies risked
reproducing colonial relations in which western feminists presumed an
authority to export their academic knowledge and political theories to the
rest of the world. The title of Robin Morgan’s 1984 anthology, Sisterhood
is Global, seemed to reinforce the essentialist notion of womanhood then
under critique by women of color in the West. In an influential article,
“Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses,”
Chandra Mohanty argued that western scholarship grounded in reductive
ideas about universal patriarchy and a homogenized concept of “third world”
women constituted an appropriation and colonization of the complex lives
of these women.3? Over the next decades, a wealth of scholarship explored
the relationship of feminism and colonialism. Post-colonial feminist studies
framed gender, race, sex, and class within historical processes of globalization
and power. By the early twentieth-first century, more nuanced interpretations
reached women’s studies classes through texts such as Inderpal Grewal and
Caren Kaplan’s An Introduction to Women'’s Studies: Gender in a Transnational
World.3! In my own textbooks I tried to internationalize feminist studies and
to de-center western theories of gender, while recognizing power hierarchies
within feminism across cultures. The task, however, remains challenging,
especially given the unequal access to educational resources around the world.

A third challenge to women’s studies emerged at the end of the
twentieth century, largely within the humanities. It built on the theoretical
perspectives of post-structuralism, post-modernism, and deconstruction.
These theories questioned the very category woman and sowed the seeds
for the emergence of queer theory during the 1990s and trans studies in the
early 2000s. For some pioneering women’s studies scholars—often steeped in
Marxist, liberal, and/or radical feminist frameworks—these theories could
be threatening. What would become of the subject “woman” as a material
and embodied reality, they wondered, if the field rejected stable identity
categories in a shift towards fluid genders and queer studies?3?

Several key texts fostered this theoretical sea change. Historian Joan

Scott’s 1986 article “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis”
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signaled the shift from women’s studies to gender studies across disciplines.
Her review of theories of gender rejected naturalized, static, and antagonistic
interpretations of what she viewed as the socially and linguistically
constructed categories of man and woman.33 Further undermining notions
of fixed identity, philosopher Judith Butler's 1990 book Gender Trouble:
Feminism and the Subversion of Identity advanced the concept of what she
termed gender performativity—the cultural (rather than natural) acts that
create the appearance of male and female, which we can, however, re-
appropriate and subvert. Queer theorists such as Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick
questioned the heterosexual/homosexual binary and contributed to critiques
of fixed lesbian or gay identities. Queer studies emphasized more fluid
and less binary frameworks for understanding sexuality while rejecting
heteronormative assumptions. Even as a trans (initially “transgender”)
identity formed both politically and academically, scholars questioned any
universal or coherent category, given intersecting identities and shifting
constructions.3*

All of these emerging frameworks resist reductionist interpretations
of racial, sexual, national, or gender relations, a process that troubled—
but, I believe, also ultimately strengthened—the project of women’s
studies. Though questioning stable gender identity, these new frameworks
simultaneously call attention to the importance of our ideas of male and
female. Even as we embrace their complexity, however, feminist scholars do
not have to abandon our initial project of exploring women’s lives (as well as
lesbian, queer, and trans lives). For me, the unifying principle I hope we can
sustain is to remain focused on questioning inequalities.

In the process of adapting to new theoretical frameworks, women’s
studies has not necessarily fractured but in some ways has become more
influential. Programs have expanded their curricula to cover diverse and
complex new approaches, and some theorists have gained significant
academic prestige. For some programs, their very success has created a kind
of identity crisis. Moving from the margins to the mainstream has made
the field vulnerable to self-criticism for abandoning its early activist edge

and political mission. One U.S. scholar has conceptualized a “besiegement
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narrative” in which older women’s studies scholars bemoan recurrent crises
and a loss of mission. Ehara Yumiko refers to a similar phenomenon in
Japan that she calls the “system fatigue view,” which laments the ways that
women’s studies has abandoned its initial purpose and become fossilized or
bureaucratized. In both the U.S. and Japan, pioneering scholars have called
for a return to an earlier mode, whether less bureaucratic or less preoccupied
with theoretical formulations they find inaccessible to most readers.>

What most strikes me about the now multi-generational history of
women’s/gender/feminist studies is its remarkable resilience. Like feminism
itself—repeatedly pronounced dead by critics yet continually renewed and
transformed—our academic project has deepened its hold on scholarship
and pedagogy. With every success, however, and especially in the face
of current reactionary politics in the U.S. and elsewhere, we can expect
greater opposition, including threats to funding, continued accusations of
undermining the natural order of gender, even demonization. At the same
time, the very political backlash we are now experiencing makes feminism
and women’s studies even more vital to the younger generation, as it tries
to make sense of our current predicament. In the U.S., Trump’s unleashing
of racist, homophobic, nativist, anti-Semitic, and anti-feminist political
extremism has made crystal clear the continued importance of studying
inequality, intersectionality, and the strategies and histories of resistance.
For me, the Women’s March held in Washington, D.C. in January 2017
illustrated how the lessons of feminist scholarship and women’s studies
programs, particularly the importance of foregrounding diversity, could
operate effectively on a mass political scale. I suspect that women’s studies,
like feminist politics and like other social justice-oriented academic
programs, will find a new audience seeking intellectual guidance to empower
their resistance in these reactionary times.

Wiatching so many young people around me at the Women’s March on
Wiashington last January—and, as I write this talk, watching images of the
counter-protests after Charlottesville, Virginia—makes me think about my
younger self. Back in 1968, social movements for racial justice and against

militarism, as well as witnessing police violence, triggered my own political
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awakening. I was just beginning to question the social order, hungry for new
perspectives, when I came to Japan. In Nagoya, I began to think seriously
about women, workers, and America’s role in a larger world order. Back
home, I embarked on a journey to feminism and then to women’s history
and women’s studies. These academic pursuits became my passion, my form
of activism. Today, as my students become engaged citizens, they are fearful
and angry, as I once was and remain. I feel grateful that women’s history and
women’s studies have allowed me to be part of their coming to consciousness.
I expect that those students who now embrace Women’s, Feminist, Gender,
and Sexuality studies will continue to transform our academic inquiries and
our politics. I look forward to learning how this generation will write the

next chapter in the resilient history of feminist academic activism.
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