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Women’s studies is alive and well, taught in every corner of the globe (increasingly
on the Internet, too) and spilling out of classrooms and into activism, Ms. asked
nine women's studies scholars to reflect on the burgeoning field and how it is

transforming students, universities, communities and feminism itself.

BY MIGCHELE TRACY BERGER

HAT DO A CIVIL RIGHTS
tawver, project coordinamr
at a breast cancer sonprofit,
txicab workers” organizer, field
representative for a state legisla-
tor, biofuel ertrepreneur, research
analyse for HIV/AIDS policy,
sexual-assanbtevicrims’ advocate and
a male baskethall plaver have to do
with women's studies?
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They each were educated in the
field, and theirchoice of study and work speak to how the
discipline—now celebrating more
the higher-education curriculmmn—spills beyond class-
room borders to effect real-world change.

Take Relecea Mans, who becanie involved with NOW

while doing an undergraduste minor in women’s at'ud&‘s, _
sider
studies at the University of North Carcling, C:i‘ecmbam '

and went on to earn her master’s in women’s and g

Pase-graduation she worked for an international women's
;”c«:prodsl(‘ti\"‘*n?}t"aith mh‘ncacv groop and directed out-
reach for the LGBT group Equality North Carolina. Cur-

rently 4 consultant w0 smaller nonprofivs, Mann believes

ehat the challenges she faced as a campus activist, along
with her women’s stodies courses, prepared her for ¢om-
munity organizing in her postgraduate life. - 7

Fow about Bhairavi Desai? She majored in women’s
studies av Rutgers University and then cofounded the New
York Thxi Workers Alliance in 1998 1o improve working
conditions in the taxi industry. Like many graduates, she
found that women’s studies opened up unexpected life op-
porounivies and meaningful wavs w combat ineqmlit\'

Or Pamela ('Leary. She earncd a master’s in applied
warnen’s studies at Claremont Gradoate Universiey and
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than 40 years ag part of

~academic study, and students and insteuctors broughy such

then worked for Rep. Carolyn Maloney. Shes now execu-
tive divector of the Public Leadership Educavion Network
in Washington, D.C., which prepares women for public

. pulicy carcers,

And have you read about college baskethall star 13.],
Gav? He made news nov only for being a great point
guard for San Diego State University but also for major-
ing in women’s studies, Like so many others, Gay found
his introduction ro women'’s studies conrse to be tansfor-
mrative and eve-opening. That’ because such courses pro-
vide students with a eritical lens o view the world, and
most feature a collaborative learning component that en-
courages them to take ownership of their education.

Giay also represents 2 growing trend in wowmen’s stadies:
men dcc[aring it as their major or minor, perhaps because
they've been raised in egalitarian households with parents
who identify as feminist. They may enrer women’s studies

- I’l‘ssz‘onmn o understand their role in sociesy or, if theylre '

gueer mén, w find a safe and engaging place o research
and discuss issues of sexvality. o
The first women’s studies department was e‘m,d in
1970 ar Gay'’s alma mater, San Diegn State, arriving on the

“heels of muirlpk social justice movements in wlnc?a st~

dents and faculty were “1LL[\:’L§\' challenging the status gun.
of race and gender on their preéamm’nniv §1m, ale
campuses. Feminist activism foreed new questions about

topics as domestic violence, the feminizadon prm tty,
and wornen’s health vo the classroomm. Courses about fem- -
inist theory and women's roles in history multiplied, and
the fir si women's stadies professors %rw,d as pioneers by
mapping the readings m(ﬁ perspectives.

Now, more than 40 vears later, women’s smdms has a ot
o crow abdut. More than any mh::z— discipline, it values the
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interplay between scholarship, theory
and activism, creating a new type of
college stedent—and teacher—who is
civically engaged, globally competent,
self-reflective and dexterous i many
disciplines. Women's studies graduates
tend to pursue work that overlaps with
 their nterest in advocacy, and they're
thriving in diverse career fields, from
the health professtons o entr opl eneur-
ship. Women’s studjes teaches them
that they ¢an change the world—and
they often do.
1f you're unfamiliar with the field,
you may wonder how learsing about
gender and health in Africa, smdvmq
popular-colture images of masculinity
in the 20th century or learning about
power and ;‘mnlum all fit t(}fffethe:
The simple answer is thar women's
studies is interdisciplinary, so gender,
sexuality and other social idencdties are
examined by looking at various cul-
fores and bistorical periods and by
eri;.p}oyi ng diverse znethods of inquiry.

Wamen’s studies began with an eye
toward challenging what each of the
academic disciplines took as commaon
knowledge about humarn experience—
demmonstrating, through research and
theory, that much of their knowledge
base was biased and omitted female ex-

periences. It also sought to challenge

the oppression of women. And unlike
most acacdemic fields, which shy away
from. setivism, women’ studies ac-
knowledges its deép  social-justice
roots. The scholarship and ideas devel-
oped and taught 1n women’s studies
classrooms mnform the women's move-
mc:ht (s well as other sodial move-
ments), and women’s studies majors
often participate in feminist actions.
“This on-the-ground engagement feeds
back to questions that scholars pursue.

Forty vears on, there is now more
%iml:u lv attention in women’s stud-
ies wo-issues of race, class, ethnicicy,
sexuality and ability as o way to un-
der ‘;tand the complexity of women’s

Cand.men’s lives—hence the inclusion
of gender and sexaality in the titles of
‘many departments and programs.

- “Thisintellecrual diversity has spurred

' r'hﬁ:"gx.'owth of other fields as well:

Women s studies began with an eye. toward chaltengxng what each of
the academ;c d;sc:pimes took as common knowiedge about hurman
experzence demonstratmg, through re: earch ancf theory, that much

: of thezr know}edge base was b;ased and om:tted famale experaences
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queer studies, peace studies, men's
studies and more

Also, women’ studies scholarship
is incressingly international and
transnational in scope, as research
considers power and difference across
borders and through global process-

Topics in this realm can range
from studying the relationship be-
tween transnational sex work and
tourisim to how global feminist non-
governmental organizatdons (NGOs)
solve policy challenges.

The breadth of women’s studies
scholarship these days, and it commis-
ment to looking at different forms of
intertocking oppressions, is evident at
the well-atrended National Women's
Studies Association’s (NWSA)Y anmual
conference. NWSA, the professional
organization formed in 1977, has sig-
naled to the academie commanity thax
women’s studies is not a fad bat here to
stay. And, just as the field transforms,
s does the assaciation (see Page 423,

No one could have predicted the
far-reaching impact of women’s stud-
ies. These days, women’s studies
courses are offered at more than 700
institieions of higher learning, with
wormen’s studies ranking among the
fastest-growing majors in the naton.
It also flourishes beyond U.S. bor-
ders, with robust women studies
programs in every corner of the
world (see Page 41).

The emphasis on eritical thinking,

- translating fearning into pracrice, and

interdisciplinary  training  defines

©wamen’s studies in undergraduate ed-

wcation, Students in the field are
sniquely selfereflective, invested in
their communities and in making a
positive impact in the world, This
“civic engagement” (see Page 44} isn't
3 traditional fix-the-world approach,
though; women's studies asks students

Prominent ferinist scholars at 2071 NWEA
;c_snnua; maeting, &l o rght; (front row) Bonnie
Nikot Alexandar-Floyd: seoond
row) Gina Dent, Abena Busia, Chandra Talpadie
Mohanty, Angefa V. Davis, Laah Farah; {ihird
row) Bevery Guy-Sheftall, Betty Schymitz, Lizs

Fiolk-Matiey Sourlh rowd) Yi-Chun Tricla Lin, Vivien Ng
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to think about their own motivation
to “do good” and understand the
historical and cultural specifics of
the project they are undertaking—
whether they're working with 2
Cambodian NGO on a gmde. and
sustainability project or staffing a rape-
crisis-center hothine.

Recent research (by myself and
Cheryt Radeloff) reveals that 72 per-
cent of women’s and gender studies
students, in a survey of more than 900
graduates, were active in various or-

ganizations during their undergradu-
ate careers—suggesting an incredible

“drive by smdum in the field to con-

nect theory to Jived experience. Such
activism in local, state, national md
global naaammuom helps shape i
lang commitments to social ]1EHL1LL
and provides wols for leadership
roles  after  graduation. Indeed,
wommen’s studies graduates often seek
employment in positions with a direct
connection to gender issues, such as
organizing for r{,pmdumv e tights or
working to empower victims of do-
mestic vmlmu,. Others may take
women’s studies training int ianova-
dive new professional arenas that are
not necessarily gender specific,

Want to be a past of this educational
vanguard? Wang to talk with other
women’s studies learners and educators
about the role of gender in the Azab
Spring uprisings, or the rise of Slut-
Waiks as a way to protest séxual vio-
lence and mequality, or the impact of
health-care reform on wamen? You
can, even if vou're long graduated from
callege (see Page 43). Women's studies
classes can now be accessed online any-

- where and by anyone, not just enrolied

undergraduates. The recent explosion '
of online learning is transforming how
women's studies is delivered snd who
yeceives it, and the shift creates oppor-
runities for diverse, intergenerational
aducational cotritaunities.
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Despite the challenging cconomic tmes, the

wemendous growth in women’s studies and its ©

burgcoﬂins{ status and value in the averall col-

lege experience has secured its place within

higher education. Being ‘sm&cmwwmend putw
ting theory into practice and encouraging a
wide variety of perspectives and approaches are
© both its legacy md its path forward, and these
[rmmpimwfn;gcd by women's studies pio-
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gral to the mission of universities.

During a 40-year symbiotic history, Imti
ferpinism and women’s studies have grown,
ada "n"ed ard changed. Neither entity can exist or

;mch its.full anrmuai without the othuz Feni-.

nist activism must continue to, challenge, the
contours of inequality shaping women’s lives.
And women’s studies scholars must continue to
reach students the skills thar will mnlm% den
them to tansform the world and conduct re-
search that matters in the lives of women and
men arownd the world. w
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Women s stud;es ranks among the
fastest~growang majors in the nation.
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i w«;;men’s_ sf(.:_dies, oivio
differsnce, power and privilege —
tions vl iooal iasues and rel'ating .
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CARBIE BAKER, BH.D., is ait assisiant professor in the program for
the study of women and gender at Smith College. She authorad
an award-winning article on domestic minor sex trafficking in the
Summer 20110 tssue of Ms. magazine.

MICHELE TRACY BERGER, PH.D., Is associate professor of
womet's and gender studies at University of North Carolina-
Chapsi HiL She is the co-author of Transforming Schalarship:
Why Women's and Gender Studies Students Are Changing
Themselves and the YWorld.

ALISON R. BEANSTEIN, PH.D., 8 historian by training, I3 a farmer
vice president for education at the Ford Foundation and currentty
the director of the Institute tor Women's Leadership al Rutgers
University.

BONNIE THORNTON DILL, PH.D., is 3 prafessor of women's studies
and dean of the College of Arts and Humanities al the Unlversity
of Maryland, College Park, She is chair of the Ms, Comrittee of
Seholars and current president of the National Women's Studies
Assaciation,

JANELL HOBSON, PH.O., i associate professor of women's
studies af the University of Albany, State University of New York,
ari author of Body as Evidence: Mediating Race, Glohalizing
Gender {see Page 70) and Venus it the Dark: Blackness and
Beauty in Poputar Culturs,
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ALLISON KIMMICH, PH.D., is executive director of the National
Wormnanr's Studies Association. She was among the first wave of
women's studies docloral graduates in the United States. earming
her masier's and doclorate in the fistd from Emory University.

Yi-GHUN TRICIA LIN (33535), PH.D., & 1Tth-generation daughter of
Talwan, is director and professor of women's studies at Southern
Connacticut State University, She was vics president of the NWSA
from 2006-2010 and is president-elact for the 2012-2014 term,

MICHELLE V. ROWLEY, PH.D., is an agsistant professor of women'’s
stuclies and graduate director at the University of Maryland. Her
research interests include gender and development, the politics
ot wellare, state responsas to Caribbean wormen's reproductive
health and well-being and rights for sexual minorities.

MICHELLE MCGIBBNEY VLAHOULIS, M.A., is a lecluret in the
wornen's and gender studies program in the Schiool of Social
Transiormation ot Arizona State Universily, Tempe. She leaches
large hvbrid and full-onfine courses ranging from itroductory
women's studies to topics on sexuality and popular culture.

GUEST EDITOR:

KARON JOLNA, PH.I., I8 program director of &s, in the Classroom
and a ressarch scholar st UCLA's Center tor the Bludy of Women,
Her doctorate is in women's stutdies frorm Emory University,




