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Estelle Freedman on Teaching Feminist Studies 
and Intimate Matters 

Interviewed by Debian Marty, Center for Women's Studies, The Ohio State University, Columbus, 
Ohio. 

On March 27th, Estelle Freedman, coauthor with 
John D'Emilio, of Intimate Matters: A History of 
Sexuality in America. spoke to a packed audience 
about the changing meaning of sexuality in 
American History. Freedman, a historian at Stanford 
University, debunked some of the myths that people 
may have about sexuality historically, such as the 
belief that women have always been more restricted 
with respect to sexuality than men. 

Before her talk, sponsored by the Center for 
Women's Studies and the Department of History, 
Debian Marty interviewed Estelle Freedman about 
her experience teaching feminist classes and her 
research for Intimate Matters. What follows are 
excerpts from this interview. 

Debian: What have you been working on since 
Intimate Matters? 

Estelle: My own historical research is ·a biography of 
a woman named Miriam Van Waters, who was a 
prison reformer in the 20th century. I don't know if 
you would have heard of her. She follows 
somewhat naturally from my earlier research. My 
first book, Their Sister's Keepers, was about the 
origins of women's prisons and women's prison 
reform up until about 1930. Van Waters came into 
prison reform in the thirties. So she is someone I 
had heard of before but I hadn't known much about. 
It turns out that she had been working in the area of 
juvenile justice and the juvenile court movement in 
the earlier teens and twenties. I have decided to 
write her biography because she fascinates me in a 
number of ways, including her interesting personal 
life. She was very committed to working with juvenile 
and adult female offenders as almost a 

Photograph provided by Estelle Freedman. 

missionary to try and help these women. 
Furthermore, her social reform career spans the 
Progressive Era, the New Deal and the postwar 
period. I see her as a way of looking at the role of 
women in social justice and social welfare reform in 
the 20th century, beyond the era of Jane Addams 
and the settlement houses, and particularly the post-
suffrage movement period. I've also been teaching 
a lot and talking a lot about Intimate Matters. 

D: That sounds great. Let's talk about your 
teaching. How do you divide your time between the 
Center for Feminist Studies at Stanford and the 
history department? 

E: My main teaching load is in the history 
department, but I have taught the history of women 
in the U.S. almost every year and it is cross listed in 
feminist studies. I also teach a graduate course 
that is a research seminar in women's history. So 
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courses that I teach in history, in fact, are feminist 
studies courses without originating in feminist 
studies. In addition, about two years ago I started 
teaching one of the few courses that originates in 
Feminist Studies. We have a core of classes which 
includes an introductory class, a theory class, and 
an advanced seminar. It was clear that we needed 
more than one faculty member to teach the 
introductory course, so I began teaching 
Introduction to Feminist Studies. I love teaching it. 
It's a very exciting course to teach. It's very 
challenging and all consuming in certain ways. The 
subject is the entire world and the students are living 
through so much as they take it. It feels like very 
good intellectual, political, and emotional work for all 
involved. 

D: I would agree. One of the things that I have read 
recently is that in talking about teaching, you have 
encountered the fear of feminism or being 
associated with feminism on the part of your 
students. What is your understanding of this? 

E: We call the program Feminist Studies and the 
course is Introduction to Feminist Studies. As a 
result, the people who come can't be too afraid 
because they have come; yet when I ask people on 
the first day of class to write a definition of feminist 
and how they respond to the word, over half of the 
class responds in some negative way. Either they 
respond with what I call fear of feminism, such as 
"women should get equal pay," or "I think that 
women have to celebrate womanhood," but the 
word "feminist" is associated with man-hating, 
radical , sometimes lesbian, and even militant 
vegetarianism. All kinds of radical stereotypes 
abound. Another response might be "I am a 
feminist but I don't use that word around here 
because I am afraid to be identified as a feminist." 
This fear of feminism is not a fear of the content but 
of the label, that the label will stigmatize them. 
Therefore, something that I need to work on in class 
is defusing that. I think that teaching feminist 
studies does defuse the fear of feminism. For one, it 
breaks it down by showing that there is no one 
feminism; there are all these varieties of feminist 
analyses and politics. I think by the end of the 
course most people think, " well Estelle Freedman is 
a feminist and she is okay; maybe its all right." By 
the end of the course, the overwhelming majority not 
only lose that fear of being a feminist, but also gain a 
deeper understanding of what it means. After the 
course they think of themselves as radical feminists, 
socialist feminists, budding feminists or perhaps 
male feminists and that it is okay. Basically, I feel 
that fear of feminism can be eased in the classroom. 

D: In talking about men, several things have 
changed in teaching about feminism since the early 
seventies. The nature of the classroom has 
changed in that now we are teaching men and the 
general population, whereas the classes used to be 
made up of self-selected feminist women. How do 
you think that these changes have affected either 
the content of your classes or your teaching 
strategies? 

E: I have only been teaching the introductory 
feminism course during the late eighties. I am 
aware that I am a newcomer to this and others have 
had much more experience than I, so this may not 
be really new but just new for me. Anyway, the first 
year I taught Feminist Studies I expected some men 
in the classroom and, in fact, I was worried about 
the possibility of male backlash because that has 
happened in women's studies programs. However, 
what I found were a surprising number of very 
sincere young men. Their greatest fear was that they 
couldn't be feminist because they were men and 
they really needed to be told that it was okay to be 
there. They were hungry for evidence that there had 
been other male feminists. Therefore, I did make 
some changes from my first year to my second 
year. I tried to be conscious of giving my students 
some models to show that men were not only the 
oppressors of women, but that there had been anti-
sexist men and that the relationship of men and 
feminism was a complex one. As a result, I added a 
lecture and reading on men and feminism. I still do 
not think that it is enough, however, since my 
students suggested, ironically, I get a feminist male 

Estelle Freedman takes questions from the audience at 
O.S.U. Photograph by Kim Davies. 



guest speaker. It is ironic because so often I do not 
think I should bring in people as tokens. I believe I 
should do the lecturing on women of color, not just 
bring in someone and make them do the work, or I 
should learn about international feminism and not 
ask the colleague who knows something about it to 
do it. But on some of these issues, I am now 
thinking that I should bring in another person, 
whether it is a faculty member of color or a male 
feminist in the university community, so that 
students can interact with someone they can identify 
with. I can't be all things to all people; I can 
introduce them to the material, but they also need to 
identify it with someone. 

D: So it seems that what you're saying is that a 
large part of the influence that is happening in these 
introductory courses is role modelling. Either as you 
described, "well, Estelle Freedman is a feminist and 
she is okay so it can't be that bad," or that you want 
male feminist role models for the growing number of 
men that are in the classes. Do you see this as a 
significant thing that is going on? 

E: It's one thing that is going on. I think that 
students are also in feminist classes to understand 
the world around them and, in particular, gender in 
the world around them. College students are at a 
age where there is a great deal of confusion about 
sexuality, whether it is about sexual preference, 
identity, power relationships, vulnerability, trauma, or 
a whole range of other issues. Our courses address 
these issues in a very political and personal way that 
students do not often get anywhere else. This, I 
think, makes them very emotionally loaded. So, I 
think people are coming to sort through these 
issues even if they do not realize why they are drawn 
to feminist studies sometimes. I am sure that this 
has happened to you and other teachers; many 
students come forth in a class recognizing an 
identity that they hadn't recognized before. This 
identification can be as an incest survivor, a lesbian, 
someone who has survived date rape, or someone 
who simply says "oh my God, I've been a feminist 
all along and I didn't know, that's why I was 
different." There is a great deal of personal growth 
that is appropriate for people, whatever age, in that 
educational experience, so I don't think it's just role 
modelling. I think it is people through reading, 
thinking, and writing, exposing themselves to ideas 
that help to shape who they are. 

Obviously one of the major changes from the 
earlier periods of the seventies to the eighties is our 
definition of who you are as a feminist. In the mid-
70s when I began teaching U.S. women's history, 
given the material, much of women's history was 
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white middle class history, and that has gradually 
expanded so that it is more representative of the 
range and diversity of women's history. I think that 
in feminist studies, as well, there was a time when 
much of the material we could teach was about 
woman as a category that was somehow unified or 
unitary, and that we can't do that anymore. It would 
be impossible to do that now . One of the books 
that I use in my course is the collection by Johnetta 
Cole called All American Women. It's a wonderful 
multi-culture collection, and even then I add a lot of 
readings for international women. It's not just about 
diversity within the United States. We have to 
understand the issues that we talk about in feminist 
terms here in whatever terms they are being talked 
about around the world. This is what I mean by it 
being such a challenge. The scope of introductory 
feminist studies or women's s~udies is really 
everything under the sun. 

D: Before you give your presentation, we should 
probably switch away from women's studies and 
talk about Intimate Matters. You have said that you 
know more about where we have been as opposed 
to where we might be going as a lesbian community. 
What were some of the most significant things you 
learned about where lesbians have been in the 
United States and how lesbian identity developed? 

E: First, we have a lot to learn. The research in 
lesbian history is fairly new and fairly small, and a lot 
of it in the last decade has been revolving around 
the question of what is a lesbian. If lesbianism is a 
contemporary or modern term to apply to women 
who love or erotically desire other women, are there 
lesbians in the past before the term was used? 
Again, what is the subject matter of lesbian history? 
And that question seems to preoccupy the small 
number of historians looking at lesbian history. I 
think that we are beginning now to reach a point of 
documenting the experience of women who, and 
you can define lesbianism as you will, lived outside 
of heterosexuality, loved other women, and/or had 
erotic desire for other women, however you want to 
define it. We are only beginning to get the 
grounding in the historical research about what 
those experiences were like, so I don't want to 
suggest that I now know what happened. Not only 
do I not know what's going to happen, but I feel like 
we are only beginning to understand the point. 
Furthermore, I think the most important thing that 
we are beginning to understand is that there are 
incredible class differences in the meaning of lesbian 
experience, and that when we talk about the 
formation of lesbian identity very often we are talking 
(for both male homosexual male identity and 
women's lesbian identity) about the white middle-
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class. This may or may not be replicated as we look 
at working-class and minority women's experience. 
D: In talking about terms of how lesbian identity 
gets more complicated, how do you anticipate that 
complication is going to manifest? What I am 
hearing is that the way historians have 
conceptualized lesbianism has been out of a white 
middle-class social identity. And as we understand 
how it manifests itself in different cultures, what 
kinds of challenges do you think it is going to give to 
the identity of lesbians? 

E: I am so bad at predictions. I think that there has 
been enough development of something called 
lesbian identity and lesbian politics that it is not 
going away. Also I think that what we have seen in 
the eighties, and only partly because of AIDS, is 
more overlap or more cooperation of gay men and 
lesbians in politics than we would have thought in 
the seventies. So I think that lesbian politics will be 
tied to larger gay rights issues nationally and locally 
and that there will be, it seems there is, more of an 
emphasis on a kind of liberal rights orientation. I 
think that we've been pushing ourselves to move 
into the positions of authority or to be out as 
whatever we are, not simply in lesbian enclaves. 
Although, I know that those continue in some 
places, so you know I could be wrong; there could 
be a revival of lesbian separatism in the next 
generation. But it looks to me that we are in a 
period of trying to get public acceptance, and 
sometimes that means cooperation with gay men in 
terms of issues and rights. I think that something 
funny is going on in terms of how okay it is to be 
out. 

D: Something funny? 

E: Well, yes I hate to get into this kind of pop culture 
stuff, but we all know that there are all of these 
lesbians in positions of power, authority, and fame in 
our culture who aren't named as lesbians. What I 
would like to see in the 21st century is that you can 
have those positions and it will be okay to 
acknowledge you are a lesbian. 

~ 

Gay, Lesbian and 
Bisexual Student 
Services to Open 

Kudos to O.S.U.!!! An office providing referral, 
advocacy, and programming for lesbians and other 
sexual minorities is in the process of being formed. 
The office that is tentatively scheduled to open at the 
beginning of July will be located in the Ohio Union 
alongside other minority student offices such as 
Black Student Services and Hispanic Student 
Services. Currently, there is a national search 
underway for a director. 

According to a graduate student involved in 
setting up the office, the direction the office takes will 
depend on the Director that is hired, but will follow 
the departmental guidelines that all student service 
offices are required to follow. The office will not only 
provide gay affirming programming for the gay, 
lesbian, and bisexual community at OSU, but will 
also aim education at the larger OSU community. 

Two studies funded by a 1986-87 Affirmative 
Action grant helped to demonstrate the need for the 
establishment of this office. The first study was a 
telephone poll of a randomly selected group of 200 
faculty and 400 students. Of those selected, 77% of 
students and 54% of faculty could be classified as 
homophobic, based on a homophobic scale. The 
second study was an environmental assessment 
completed by 180 gay, lesbian and bisexual 
individuals in the Ohio State community. This study 
found that self-identified respondents believed that 
OSU did not promote "an attitude of support, 
safeness, or sensifr,<j~y to the Gay, Lesbian, and 
Bisexual Community. 

As was noted in "A Safe Space: Proposal for 
the Establishment of an Office for Gay, Lesbian and 
Bisexual Programming," The Ohio State University is 
one of only forty-seven universities that specifically 
bar discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. 
With the establishment of an office for gay, lesbian 
and bisexual programming, OSU goes even further 
in supporting a large minority at Ohio State. 

1 Information included in this paragraph is from "A Safe Space: 
Proposal for the Establishment of an Office for Gay, Lesbian 
and Bisexual Programming• submitted by Louise A. Douce, 
Ph.D., and an Advisory Committee to Dr. Edward Jennings. 



7 
Women of Columbus, Take Back the Night!!! 

By Kim Davies, Center for Women's Studies and Department of Sociology, The Ohio State University, 
Columbus, Ohio. 

On Saturday, May 12th, Columbus women will 
march through the Short North to celebrate and 
reclaim "the rights of all women to be safe in Ol.lf 
streets, our communities, and our homes· 
According to Gloria McCauley, Women's Studies 
Graduate Teaching Associate and the 1990 Take 
Back the Night March Coordinator, there are 
principally three reasons why we, as women, should 
take to the streets. First, we need to educate and 
inform everyone about the violence against women 
that occurs daily. That is why the march is routed 
through both residential and business sections of 
our city. It is not only on the streets that we 
experience violence and sexism, but also in our 
homes and in our work places. Second, the march 
is aimed at empowering the women who march. 
Marching with a large group of women demanding 
their right to be free of abuse can be a very enabling 
experience. Publicity is the final reason for 
marching through the streets of Columbus. 
According to McCauley, "we want to let the rest of 
the world know that women will not be abused; that 
we refuse to be abused." 

The march has occurred almost every year in 
Columbus since the mid-1970s. This year the march 
will begin after a 6:30 pm rally held at Goodale Park. 
Expected to last approximately an hour, the rally will 
include a range of speakers and will be ASL 
interpreted. Ohio State professors, Leila Rupp and 
Verta Taylor will emcee. Tania Ramalho, an OSU 
Rape Education Program Representative, will be 
speaking, as well as psychologist Pat Semmelmen. 
Sylvia Townsend will be reading poetry and 
performers will include Ann E. Dechant, a Cleveland 
musician; The Columbus Women's Choral Group; 
and The Ohio Women's Martial Artists. 

This year is unique for the march in that this is 
the first time in which the march is being organized 
by a free-standing organization. In the past, the 
march had been organized by an assortment of 
community women's groups and individuals. 
Recently, it was decided that a self-standing 
organization would be better than trying to 
reorganize and gather women every year. At this 
time, the organization is applying for non-profit 

1 Quoted from the Take Back the Night flyer. 

status. As with most grass-root organizations, the 
group needs money to help pay for flyers, as well as 
expensive march permits and police escorts 
required by the city of Columbus. Besides asking 
sponsors to help the march in exchange for 
advertising, the march organization is selling T-shirts 
and buttons with this year's march logo (featured 
on our cover) drawn by Theresa Bell, a Columbus 
graphic artist and Take Back the Night organizer. 

March organizers are attempting to make this 
year's march more broadly based than in previous 
years. They are aiming their publicity beyond the 
white middle-class feminist to The Ohio State Greek 
system (sororities and fraternities), the deaf 
community, the working class, African-American 
women and other minority individuals. Vehicles for 
differently-abled women will be provided, as well as 
free child care. Supportive men are encouraged to 
attend the rally, but the march is limited to women 
only. Marchers are asked to bring candles to 
symbolize peace, community, and unity. 

A women's party will follow the march. For 
more information, you can call 263-2277 or TDD 
443-2452, or you can send contributions to Take 
Back the Night, P.O. Box 02367, Columbus, OH 
43202. 

Columbus women rally at an earlier Take Back the 
Night March. Photograph by Chris Cozad 
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Choices for Victims of Domestic Violence* 

By Maria lacontino, Political Science Department, and Cathie Rauch, Department of Sociology, The 
Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio. 

Violence against women dates back at least to 
the colonial period where the "rule of thumb" was 
practiced. This rule allowed men to beat their wives 
with objects no larger than their thumbs because 
wives were considered the property of their 
husbands. As a result, women had nowhere to turn 
to get help. With the modern women's movement, 
however, organizations have developed for women 
who are finding it necessary to leave their mates in 
order to save their lives. An organization that was 
developed here in Columbus is CHOICES for 
Victims of Domestic Violence. Through the 
assistance of Sandy Allen of CHOICES, we learned 
some very important and helpful facts about the 
organization. 

CHOICES for Victims of Domestic Violence was 
organized in 1977 and functions countywide. It was 
founded by a support group for single mothers. In 
their discussions, these women realized that they 
were all victims of domestic violence and discovered 
this was what led them to divorce their husbands. 
Through the efforts of this small radical group of 
women, CHOICES was founded. 

In the beginning, a church donated a shelter for 
the group and abused women would live at this 
church with their children. Today, CHOICES is a 
much larger organization. It receives funding from 
the United Way and is supported by the Franklin 
County Mental Health Board. Since the founding of 
CHOICES, a new shelter with 1 O bedrooms and 34 
beds has been purchased. In additon, many new 
outer-shelter programs such as drug and alcohol 
counseling, emergency room counselors, and a 
representative in the County Prosecutor's Office 
have been added. 

CHOICES is definitely a necessary organization 
in our contemporary society since domestic violence 
is such a comon occurrence. The following 
frightening statistics make this clear: 

* This article is a condensed version of a paper that was 
orignally written for Mary Margaret Fonow's Women's Studies 
400 class entitled "The American Women's Movement." 

1. Each year, nationwide at least 1.8 
million women are battered and at 
least 4000 of these cases result 
in death. 

2. Approximately 80% of all violent 
offenders now in prison grew up 
in violent homes. 

3. Children who grow up in violent 
homes have one chance in two of 
becoming abusive adults. 

4. Over 50% of injured adult women 
who utilize hospital emergency 
rooms are there as a result of 
family violence. 

5. Physical violence is a factor in 
52% of middle-class divorces. 

6. A woman is battered every 15 
seconds.+ 

Sandy Allen of CHOICES explained the specific 
strategy used at CHOICES to help women obtain 
assistance at the shelter while also keeping the 
shelter location a secret. All contacts with 
CHOICES begin on their 24-hour crisis line. 
Speaking directly with the woman experiencing the 
violence, the CHOICES staff member explore the 
victim's current situation, including her human and 
financial resources, and the level of danger involved. 
They will then discuss the services CHOICES can 
provide. 

Because CHOICES has limited space, the staff 
must take available space into consideration. If 
immediate space is not available, the CHOICES 
representative will discuss possible alternatives for 
housing or safety until space becomes available at 
the shelter. If it is decided that the caller is to stay at 
CHOICES, she will be met at a third location in order 
to protect the organization and the victim. From this 
location, she will be taken to the shelter. Once she is 
at the shelter, CHOICES will not confirm or deny her 
presence to any callers. Instead, they will post 
messages only. If the individual is at the shelter, 
she can make her own decision about 



responding.+ This cautious strategy involves much 
care and planning, but it has kept the location of the 
shelter almost completely unknown to the general 
public, which in turn provides a high level of security 
for women who seek assistance. 

CHOICES works to increase a woman's self-
esteem while she is staying at the shelter, and to 
give her more confidence in believing that she does 
not deserve the type of treatment she has been 
receiving from her mate. She is offered many 
programs to help her deal with her ordeal including 
legal support and advocacy, structured activities 
and counseling for children, substance abuse 
assessment and counseling. The shelter workers 
do not emphasize pressing charges against the 
batterer; instead, they let her know her options and 
allow her to make her own decisions. 

According to Allen, women usually remain at the 
shelter for an average of three weeks. 
Approximately 80% return to their abusers after 
leaving the shelter, while others do make a break 
and even return to CHOICES as volunteers. 

Along with the help CHOICES offers to victims of 
domestic violence, the organization tries to educate 
the community at large by offering consultation, 
education, and training for groups, families, 
professionals and businesses, and providing 
information about how individuals, themselves, can 
help someone who is in a violent relationship. + 
According to Sandy Allen, CHOICES' underlying 
goal is "to teach, that no matter what, women 
should not be beaten." 

CHOICES' work structure includes not only 
those employed by the shelter, but also volunteers 
and the women staying at the shelter. Those 
residing at the shelter are expected to clean their 
own areas in the kitchen and take care of their 
children. 

CHOICES has been very successful in that the 
organization is able to provide necessary assistance 
through their 24-hour crisis line as well as the other 
activities. CHOICES is not a stagnant organiztion. 
Instead it continues to grow and change to serve 
the community better. For instance, CHOICES has 
made it possible for deaf women to contact the 
shelter, and they are in the process of forming a 
statewide coalition; this expansion would serve even 
more women in need of their assistance. 

In conclusion, we feel that this organization is 
very important to society and to individual women. 
At CHOICES, it seems that there is a real desire to 
want to transform society into a place where women 
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no longer have to live in fear for their lives because 
their husbands or mates are abusive. This 
oppression should be ended for the betterment of 
society and family life. It is easy to see how abuse 
scars the minds of individuals and continues to 
plague several generations of one family. It is time 
to create a new generation gap: one that puts the 
gap between family violence and the children of 
today. 

NOTES: 

+ Information obtained from information sheets and 
pamphlets provided by CHOICES. 

Women's Studies 
Hosts Spring Banquet 

Wednesday, May 16th, from 6-10 p.m., The 
Center for Women's Studies will hold its 3rd Annual 
Spring Dinner at the River Den in Drake Union. A 
special guest speaker will join us as we celebrate 
another exciting and productive year. 

It is at this time that Women's Studies 
acknowledges some special people who have 
contributed to the Center, congratulates Women's 
Studies graduates who have graduated over the 
past academic year, and says goodbye to those 
Teaching Associates who will be moving on. 

Additionally, the "Robin Wiehm Award" will be 
presented for the outstanding undergraduate paper 
written for a Women's Studies Class and the 
"Common Differences" Writing Award for a paper on 
women of color will also be presented. Likewise, the 
Lillian Gates Women's Scholarship established by 
Glenda Riley (Ph.D., Department of History, 1967) in 
honor of her mother will be awarded to a Women's 
Studies major who will begin her senior year next 
fall. 

Entertainment will be provided and we hope to 
include Women's Studies student performers as we 
have in the past. 

All are welcome to join us for an evening of 
good food, friends and celebration. Tickets must be 
purchased in advance and are $12, which includes 
the price of your dinner. There are reduced-priced 
tickets for students. For more information contact 
the Center for Women's Studies at 292-1021. 
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Thespian-Feminism: 
An Interview with Beth Sullivan 

By Tei Street, Department of History and The Center for Women's Studies, The Ohio State University, 
Columbus, Ohio. 

Beth Sullivan is an Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Theatre at The Ohio State University. 
Professor Sullivan is a new addition to the Theatre 
faculty. Her area of specialization is history and 
criticism of the theatre, but she brings an interesting 
dimension to the area. She is a feminist critic. In the 
following interview, Beth Sullivan discusses her 
work, as well as the role of feminism in the theatre. 

Tei: What is your background in theatre and in 
feminism, and how have the two merged to 
construct your work in theatre? 

Beth: When I started my undergraduate work, I 
was an elementary education major in Montana. I 
had always been involved in various arts, but mostly 
in music. So, I had this idea that I would be a music 
teacher, but I went to a really small campus. The 
best teacher was the drama teacher, so I ended up 
in many drama productions. That was in the early 
?O's, time still quite full of all sorts of activist 
movements. In Montana it was mostly the 
environmental movement. It was when all of us 
were involved in some issue-oriented activities while 
we were in college. I had always been interested in 
how people were placed and being portrayed. 

When I went back to do my master's work, it 
was in drama, because that is what I was fascinated 
with. But I still just wanted to teach. I've been in 
plays and I've directed plays, but I've always been 
interested in teaching the literature and history of 
drama. I have a fairly secure way of living, 
compared to some of my friends who are actors and 
actresses, because teaching is even well paid 
compared to what they do. When I went back 
though, I was looking at women in theatre. I was 
studying the way in which women were portrayed. 
So, my master's thesis was about the way in which 
different tragic heroines were portrayed and what 
constituted their tragic flaws or their mistakes. 

I was interested at that time in just looking at 
women in theatre. We were all outraged that there 
were not enough parts for women, and even less for 
women of color. My master's thesis was basically 
about the way in which different tragic heroines were 

portrayed and what constituted their tragic flaws or 
their logic mistakes. I wrote a thesis on marriage as 
the tragic mistake, for people like Hedda Gabler and 
Medea and the Duchess of Malfi. I was fascinated 
by the fact that their marriage somehow brought a 
curtailment to their profession or careers. I was 
interested at that time in just looking at women in 
theatre. 

After my master's degree, I taught English to 7th 
and 8th graders for three years. Then I went to the 
University of Washington where I was very fortunate 
to study with Sue-Ellen Case, who has written a 
book called Feminism and Theatre. She is a major 
feminist scholar as well as one of the major feminist 
scholars in theatre. We studied many different 
things; while I had been called a feminist by people 
before this, it is then that I started studying feminism. 
I started thinking not just about women in theatre, 
but the notion of feminism and how it defines what 
you do and how you study issues related to that. 
Then I got this job, even though my dad said I'd 
never get a job with the word feminism in my 
dissertation. That's how I ended up where I am 
now. 

Tei: Are you more interested in providing a criticism 
of the theatre from a feminist perspective, or are you 
more interested in presenting feminist theatre? 

Beth: I am a student and a teacher, so the things I 
feel best at are working at criticism and the study of 
theatre. I have worked as a dramaturg on various 
projects that I would call feminist productions. But I 
don't see myself as an expert director /actor. That's 
also a time question at this point. The labor of 
producing theatre is fairly intense. So when people 
ask me if I'm interested in directing, I always say oh 
yeah, a couple of years from now. Possibly at some 
point, I would be interested in doing that, but that is 
not my central motivator. I am fairly book-oriented, 
so the cl~ssroom is the place that I see myself most. 
But theatre is the thing that becomes my forum. 

Tei: What roles do you see feminism playing in the 
theatre and/or what impact do you see the theatre 
having on feminism? 



Beth: I start with feminism's impact on theatre. 
There are many theatrical techniques that have 
come about with the birth of modern feminism. For 
instance, cross-gender casting is a fascinating 
dramatic concept. It makes people play roles 
differently, makes people think of directing 
differently, and makes costuming very different. It is 
a production device that has been born most 
recently with modern feminism. Historically, it was 
practiced, but most often it was men playing 
women. But with plays by playwrights like Caryl 
Churchill, we see more women playing male roles. 
That's just one example of how feminism has 
impacted what we think of as drama. Feminism has 
also made us rethink what we think of as a story or -
- whose experience merits being told and how it's 
told. 

Tei: As an artist in academia, do you think that a 
theoretical bridge is possible between feminism and 
the arts? If so, how do you think it can be 
accomplished? 

Beth: First thing, you know, I kind of made the 
problems with the arts in general. Practically 
speaking, the arts are market propelled at this point. 
There could be a lot of things about women that 
might sell, but they are not necessarily things that 
challenge phallocentric ideas or patriarchal notions. 
But in terms of making a mark on mainstream, it 
seems that a part of my job is forming these kinds of 
liaison with people in power. For instance, when I 
was in Seattle, I knew several assistants to various 
people and I would constantly ask them questions 
such as, "you are doing a season with six plays by 
men, when are you going to do a season with six 
plays by women?" They would laugh and I would 
say okay, one play by a woman. They would 
respond that I should give them one good play by a 
woman and I would respond, well, you do a lot of 
bad plays by men. It seems to me that because the 
theatre is affected greatly by the market, you can't 
make huge challenges upon them until something in 
the market changes. I realized that I have much 
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more room in academia to challenge and assert a 
certain kind of difference than my friends who are 
working in the "real world." 

Tei: Quite often when people speak of 
contemporary feminist playwrights, many of those 
mentioned are English or French. Why do you think 
we don't hear more American playwrights who 
identify as feminist? 

Beth: Well, it's because feminism has a bad name in 
this country. I think that the feminist movements in 
England and France have been aligned with socialist 
movements -- a Socialist feminist perspective is 
really different than, say, a liberal feminist 
perspective. A couple of French playwrights and 
many English playwrights who are identified as 
feminist are very Socialist/Marxist/Leftist oriented, 
so they have another way of thinking about politics 
than does mainstream American feminism. 

Tei: As a closure, is there something more you 
would like to share with the readers of Feminisms 
about what you envision for the future of feminist 
theatre? 

Beth: I feel as though I'm at the beginning of a 
different age in feminism. There are many of us who 
are being hired as feminists. This pleases me, but it 
also makes me nervous. If people really are going 
to get jobs as feminists, then what does that mean in 
terms of the way in which the world works, which is 
always accommodating the margins to make it 
somehow mainstream. There are many people for 
me to work with, such as Sue-Ellen Case and Ellen 
Diamond, who have set a standard of feminist 
scholarship and research. I feel that what you will 
be reading by feminist scholars in the next ten years 
will be very different than what I studied. Feminist 
scholarship is requiring a great deal of 
interdisciplinary works, so the future will definitely 
provide a challenge to feminists in areas such as 
theatre. 
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Cheated by the Elite Postmoderns or 
I Was (Academically) Raised by Aliens* 
By Carla Corroto, Department of Sociology, The Ohio State University, Columbus Ohio. 

This article was written as a response to 
questions posed in Professor Laurel Richardson's 
feminist theory course (Summer 1989). 
Deconstructing texts and analyzing the affects of 
postmodernism was a point of departure in this 
course. These topics are also quite present in 
architectural theory, which is the context for this 
paper. It is written by a woman attempting to come 
to terms with her experiences studying and 
practicing architecture. 

While addressing the questions posed as 
direction for this paper, I attempt to remember when 
I first heard of postmodernism. I cannot. That 
postmodernism initially left little or no impression on 
me, now seems rather strange. But in my 
academic, then professional experience in 
architecture, postmodernists were as much the 
conservative establishment as the modernists; they 
merely used different theories to enact what 
appeared to be the same results. Postmodernism, 
by alienating a feminist agenda, at the least bored 
me and at the most angered me. 

Q. You began your studies, then your career at 
the height of postmodern acceptance. Did you ever 
question why feminism was not a part of this 
movement? A. I have two strong feelings when I 
consider that question. First, at the time I did not 
even imagine how or where a feminist agenda could 
"fit" into the postmodernist argument. The 
architectural establishment (members of which were 
all claiming to be postmodernists) was grounded in 
an authoritarian, paternal, and competitive 
environment where feminists would not want to be 
included. The terms would have to be redefined. 
The second feeling is almost a reflexive answer, 
"who would have listened if I had confronted their 
theories?" When you are alone in the margins it is 
difficult to find your voice, let alone use it. 

Why have the "mainstream postmodernists" 
(now there is an oxymoron "they" would resent) 

* This paper was originally written for Dr. Laurel Richardson's 
course Sociology 884.01 entitled "Sociological Theory and 
Feminist Perspectives." 

excluded feminists? I believe postmodernists are 
not actually doing what they profess. They are not 
"opening up the canon" that would allow for the 
inclusion of feminist themes. 

Critics, academics, and the like are now 
feverishly debating the assessment of scholarly 
value for an assortment of works from literature to 
architecture. The idea that there is a specific 
number of classic works that deserve to be 
considered and studied by educated people has 
come into question. Just what, if anything, should 
be known by all thinking people of the academy? 
And if we can list those standards automatically 
taught and quoted, what gets left out, and why? 

What is silenced or left out are all those 
marginalized voices. Why? Because the classics 
are ideologically determined and historically 
variable. To rectify this situation, postmodernists 
allege now to legitimize alternative perspectives by 
the "privileging of a new canon, one that would give 
voice to the works of the silenced, the 
disenfranchised, and the liminal" (Freedman 1989: 
31). But with this very notion, I take note and 
maintain postmodernists are deceiving us. 

Q. Do you think, because of your position, you 
architecture is somewhat different than the 
architecture of the powerful? Were you permitted to 
express this? A. I read, from day one in the 
undergraduate design course, the message of the 
postmodernists: if your architecture is not 
straightforward modernism with all of its anti-
historical, anti-humanist pure lines, we will celebrate 
you. I felt a freedom to express my political position 
through design very early on. And that position was 
not perfectly clear. It was young and experimental. 
I soon found my viewpoint as a feminist in 
architecture was unique. Rather than celebrating 
my outlook, they categorized it as "other" and 
essentially dismissed me. The joy that I felt in 
experimenting with MY architecture gave way to 
experimenting with THEIR architecture. But even 
that did not work. Unless my work could be 
categorized as "feminine," the critics were confused. 
I was to chisel out a career for myself that was 
marginal and, therefore forgettable to the critical 
establishment. I often heard someone in the 



mainstream say "marginal is liberating." I became 
suspicious of them and their motives and would 
answer, "you try it." 

The deception is at the very heart of what 
postmodernism is even capable of attaining, 
through its present paradigms. Postmodernism is 
dualistic in conception; hence its inability to accept a 
feminist agenda. On the one hand, it is suggested 
the very notion of canon is suspect because it is 
ideologically determined and silences marginalized 
voices. On the other, it is thought a new canon, 
which gives greater voice to the previously silent, is 
in formation. These positions are incompatible: 
postmodernists have not abolished the canon, 
though canon formation is the subject of much 
debate. What is occurring is merely a widening of 
the canon in direct response to years of protest 
(nagging?) by feminists. Power and ideology 
remain as much an issue as before. The fact that 
Alice Walker and Toni Morrison are now read in 
English 101 does not mean a permanent shift in 
canon formation has occurred. 

Despite questioning such traditional notions as 
"literary and artistic value," famous critics (mostly 
older, white, and male) are more likely to praise (or 
canonize) underrepresented favorites than to 
deconstruct the idea of canon. Hence, they can 
ignore feminists in favor of others who are 
underrepresented and falsely claim to make the 
marginal central. 

Q. What are some of the feminist/postmodern 
themes that could ideally be expressed in 
architecture if we were to recenter women's lives 
and experiences? A. It seems the agenda for 
feminists in the area of architecture and architectural 
criticism revolves around the social issues, while 
others, calling themselves postmodernists, feel free 
merely to discuss form. Their discussions of style or 
form can somehow be removed from the social 
context. It is a heavy burden to place an entire 
social agenda on feminists' shoulders. But the 
issues of affordable housing, cities that respond on 
a human scale and that are accessible, etc., affect 
most women in an economically more desperate 
manner than they do men. Postmodern/arch-
itecturaljfeminist/sociologists must question what is 
being left out of a world that is entirely conceived 
and designed by men. 

Excuses, excuses, they give us excuses. The 
notion of canon deconstruction is impossible, some 
claim (Freedman 1989, Venturi 1966, Venturi, Scott-
Brown & lzenour 1977) because it is alive and well in 
the (dreaded) popular culture, of all places. 
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The fact that canon-opening has energized high 
culture with the ideas and values previously found in 
popular culture, is well documented (Gitlin 1989). 
But critics are now claiming a notable flow of ideas 
and values in the opposite direction, from high 
culture to mass culture (Freedman 1989). And this 
affects the acceptance of feminist 
postmodernism/canon deconstruction in an indirect 
manner. 

The idea follows that a feature of popular culture 
today involves expressing the values of high culture 
especially those values having to do with the very 
idea of a canon. Meanwhile, the "academy" is 
simultaneously questioning the legitimacy of those 
values. Said another way, the values that the 
postmodernists claim they have grown to distrust 
are now being maintained and (again) privileged by 
the popular culture (the culture for which the canon 
was intended to open). This position is taken by 
many postmodernists who throw their hands in the 
air and say, "it's them, not us" today it is in mass and 
not high culture that the value of literary and artistic 
canon-formation is preserved. 

Examples of popular culture maintaining the 
canon can be found in architecture and rock music, 
the elite postmodernists claim (Tigerman 1982). 
Developers and other architects not affiliated with 
the academy are busy constructing postmodern 
buildings according to the classical rules set down 
by Vitruvious and Palladia. Or, worse, they continue 
to maintain the modernists' virtues of form following 
function and "less is more" (Piano 1989). Both 
examples typify an ideologically-based closed 
canon. 

In popular music the example is historically 
shallow, yet follows along similar lines. In this case 
the canon being hyped is "classic" rock and roll 
music created from 1964 to 1972. Today's radio air 
waves are filled with more programs carrying 
vintage rock and roll than currently produced music. 
The canon for rock closed with its earliest inception; 
it now barely widens to include rap, techno-pop, or 
jazz fusion. Music recorded today is still compared 
to the Beatles in order to judge its quality (Smith 
1987). 

Accepting the notion, for the moment, that pop 
culture has adopted a star-system-canon-privileging 
set of values, how do the elite postmodernists 
explain the phenomena? Freedman calls it 
"enabling myths, for they allow people who have not 
been credentialed by the academy ... to grant 
themselves and their experiences a form of cultural 
legitimacy" (1989, p. 31). This occurs through the 
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meaningful structures of thought that compose the 
canon, the myths of the transcending importance of 
art, of the intentions and genius of the artist, of the 
fulfilling power of imagination, and of the social 
validity and importance of the creation, be it 
literature, art, or architecture. Freedman claims 
these enabling myths that are behind the canon 
continue to hold cultural meaning, and we hesitate 
to dismiss them as mere products of ideological 
false consciousness (Freedman 1989). 

The implication that these enabling myths have 
for the elite postmodernists pertain to their widening 
of the canon rather than the destroying of it. If they 
merely broaden the canon they can claim to include 
only those who are "canon bashers." It is easier to 
exclude feminists or other undesirables under this 
vague umbrella. Unless the canon itself is 
destroyed, there will always be some rationale for 
exclusion. 

Therefore, the postmodern elite can claim the 
inability to open up the canon, or destroy it 
altogether because that would mean including the 
very cultural desires they sought to escape through 
bringing the canon into question initially. 
Postmodern architecture that "goes by the book" or 
The Who's final 1989 (yet again) rock and roll tour 
can be said to define the limits of their endeavors. 
As the elite struggle to redefine themselves in the act 
of defining mass culture's self-canonization, they will 
say their horizon is fixed. Sorry folks, the door is 
hesitantly opened only far enough to include those 
of you who are just like us. 

Perhaps feminists are perceived as canon 
perpetrators as we center women's lives and 
reframe references. It is tempting to apply the 
(enabling) myths that have long been part of 
authority's voice to silenced work. But if that 
legitimizing tactic was employed at the beginning of 
the women's movement, it is not as prevalent today. 
Feminists have led the way with theoretical writing 
questioning authority and privilege, and postmodern 
sociologists have borrowed from this work 
(Richardson 1989). Yet that selective "canon door" 
is still not opened wide enough to include feminists. 

Another aspect of the postmodernist rhetoric 
that partially explains the lack of feminist inclusion 
and leads me to doubt their anti-elitist sincerity, is 
their plea to one another not to condescend to the 
artifacts of popular culture (Freedman 1989, Venturi 
1966, Venturi, Scott-Brown, & lzenour, 1977). 
Postmodernists are urged not to sentimentalize 
popular culture's attempts at self expression. Yet 
these very same theorists use terms such as "kitchy, 

pretentious, and disturbing," to describe the 
nerviness of rock stars who appear to think they are 
Shakespeare or "lesser" architects who treat 
buildings in the manner of Renaissance palazzos. 
This snobbery is old habit. Feminism belongs in 
Women's Studies departments, careful not to 
condescend, but inclusion in the academy is not 
acceptable. 

Q. So, how do feminists clarify and deman 
participation in the postmodern debates that define 
our culture of the moment without sounding as if we 
are 
nagging? A. Part of me wants to answer "who 
cares if they think we are nagging." Do we really 
care if our intelligent, articulate arguments are 
conveniently termed "nagging" by those who wish to 
easily dismiss us? Another part of me realizes how 
important it is to be considered and wants to take 
more drastic measures. One of my favorite artists 
working today felt the same anguish regarding her 
position in the established art world. Barbara 
Kruger's art was only considered when it could 
safely be designated "women's work," and not part 
of the postmodern contingent. She was not content 
with her position so she took drastic, attention-
getting measures. Commissioned to produce an 
electronic billboard sign for Times Square at 
Christmas, she abandoned the artistic style that got 
her the job and ran a message that began, I AM 
NOT TRYING TO SELL YOU ANYTHING. What 
followed was an indictment of television news, an 
open letter about war, sexuality, and power. The 
city removed it after a day saying it had no 
Christmas spirit. But Barbara Kruger is no longer 
ignored or called a nag. Her work is alongside the 
other postmodernists, and it has enabled her to 
further investigate her art with the critical and 
intellectual support she needs. We cannot all design 
billboards, but it may be time for an assault of the 
same magnitude. Most of me just wants to ply them 
with humor, similar to the V-Girls. Let's be as funny 
and sarcastic as we can. We will not be nagging. 
They will be laughing with us as we laugh at them. 

What would happen if the elite postmoderns 
actually believed their propaganda? Imagine, if you 
will, an academy where the white, male experience 
is now marginal. Centered are the lives and works 
of the once peripheral now canon-touting feminists. 
One by-product of this twilight-zone-of-the-academy 
could be the elite male postmoderns giving back-
slapping credit to themselves for introducing the 
evils of sexism, homophobia, militarism, racism, etc. 
If postmoderns borrow without crediting feminists 
now, there is little hope this practice will halt once 



they believe they have achieved their own 
marginalization. 

Another by-product could be the further 
proliferation of such courses as "Men's Studies" 
taught at universities. An article by Rhoda Koenig 
estimated one hundred universities now offer the 
course for undergraduates in one of their social 
studies departments. About half that many schools 
are considering creating Men's Studies departments 
likened to Women's Studies or Black Studies 
departments. Although this idea seems redundant, 
postmodernists have apparently succeeded at 
convincing some institutions that men's experiences 
have become reframed and located far enough 
outside to warrant study of this nature. 

I could go on conjuring a science-fiction world 
where a white man's experience is thought to be 
marginal, when it truly is not. But I would rather 
work at picturing a world where the canon is 
destroyed and we are considering each other's 
positions as viable rather than just an alternative to 
the mainstream. 
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Sisters in Creativity: 
The Brontes and 
The Alcotts To Be 
Discussed* 

Writing by women flourished during the 
Victorian era (1837-1901) in spite of repressive rules 
for women's conduct, behavior, and, most 
importantly, desire. This era is somewhat falsely 
represented as monolithically prudish, humorless, 
and characterized by a self-satisfaction attributed to 
greatly increased national wealth, as well as to 
scientific and industrial advances. However, Laura 
George and Rosaria Champagne, Graduate 
Teaching Associates in Women's Studies, argue 
that what is seen in the literature produced by 
women is a complicated rejection--often qualified by 
the images of ghosts and the supernatural--of the 
societal expectations and regulations that held 
women "in place." 

Champagne and George will present a 
lecture/discussion about the lives and literature of 
Victorian Women Writers on April 25, 1990, at the 
Kelton House, a reconstructed victorian house run 
by the Junior League and located at 586 East Town 
Street. They will discuss both the British Brontes 
and the American Alcotts to show that on both sides 
of the Atlantic, despite different cultural contexts, 
women rebelled, revised, and rewrote women's 
supposedly self-evident place in culture and history. 
Particular works that Rosaria and Laura plan to 
discuss include Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre 
(1847), and Louisa May Alcott's Little Women 
(1868), among others. 

For more information or to RSVP, call The Junior 
League at 464-2022. 

* Information obtained from a perspectus written by Rosaria 
Champagne and Laura J. George. 
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Review of the Film The Handmaid's Tale, 
Directed by Volker Schlondorff. 

Reviewed by Mary Sullivan, Center for Women's Studies, The Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio. 

" ... [T]he politics of sexuality responds to 
both real and symbolic issues. Sex is easily 
attached to other social concerns, 
especially those related to impurity and 
disorder, and it often evokes highly irrational 
responses." 

--John D'Emilio and Estelle B. 
Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of 
Sexuality in America (New York, 1988) pp. 
xviii-xix. 

"Once upon a time in the recent future, a 
country went wrong. That country was the Republic 
of Gilead." These words provide the brief 
introduction to the film adaptation of Margaret 
Atwood's best selling 1986 novel, The Handmaid's 
Tale. The film, directed by Volker Schlondorff and 
adapted for the screen by Harold Pinter, evokes with 
eerie authenticity the social structure of Gilead 
created in Atwood's novel. The central organizing 
theme of this society is the rigid control of female 
sexuality and the strict enforcement of hierarchies 
based on race, class, and gender. 

Like the novel, the narrative of the film focuses 
on the experiences of Kate (portrayed by Natasha 
Richardson) and her transformation into a 
"handmaid." In a society ravaged by the effects of 
toxic waste and nuclear accidents, Kate finds her 
fate solely determined by a "precious gift" -- her 
fertility. During the opening credits of the film, we 
see the fate of women who lack this "gift": in a 
manner reminiscent of concentration camps, such 
women are separated by being brutally loaded into a 
cattle truck to be sent to the Colonies. Blacks are 
also shown being forcibly transported, presumably 
to an equally insidious destination. At the Red 
Center, Kate is indoctrinated by the Aunts (the 
female agents of control) with the repressive 
ideology of the new fundamentalist regime. She is 
assigned to the household of the Commander 
(Robert Duvall) and his wife, Serena Joy (Faye 
Dunaway). Here Serena Joy tells Kate her new 
name, (literally, "of Fred"), and Offred is forced to 
participate in a dehumanizing monthly ceremony of 
rape, loosely based on the Biblical story of Rachel 
and her handmaid Bilhah. 

The obvious strength of the film is the attempt to 
accurately depict the world of Gilead and the 
characters created by Atwood. Many of the scenes 
from the novel are transformed into visually haunting 
images, especially the women's salvaging and 
'particution' sequence. The color codes of women's 
uniforms -- red for handmaids, blue for wives, brown 
for Aunts -- translate particularly well to the visual 
medium of film, strongly reinforcing the loss of 
individual identity imposed within Gilead. The 
soundtrack includes traditional religious music 
rewritten for the film (for example, "shall we gather at 
the river /bless us with fertility"), and the music 
combined with these powerful images results in a 
chilling view of Gilead society. Yet another strength 
of the film is the contrasting depictions of female 
sexual experiences. For example, the lack of 
eroticization of the rape scenes is significant, since 
this is an area of representation which is traditionally 
problematic within the visual codes of mainstream 
cinema. Ironically, because as film spectators we 
are limited to reading Offred's outward signs of pain 
and degradation, the Ceremony is characterized 
somewhat differently than within the novel, where 
the reader is privy to the narrator's detached 
description of the violence, reflecting a survival skill 
she had adopted. The Ceremony scenes contrast 
sharply with passionate scenes between Offred and 
Nick, the chauffeur (played by Aidan Quinn). 
Moreover, the decision not to directly depict the 
sexual encounter which occurs at Jezebel's 
between the commander and Offred implies that it is 
merely another version of the Ceremony, with Off red 
functioning as prostitute rather than handmaid. 

While overall the acting performances within the 
film are very good, especially noteworthy is 
Elizabeth McGovern's portrayal of the gutsy lesbian 
character named Moira, who befriends Kate/Offred 
at the beginning of the film. Indeed, their 
relationship represents the only genuine female 
bonding within The Handmaid's Tale. In contrast to 
the novel, Moira immediately identifies herself to 
both Kate and the audience as a lesbian; as she 
explains, her crime is "gender treachery -- I like 
girls." While Moira successfully escapes several 
times from the Red Center, she is ultimately 
recaptured and sent to Jezebel's as a prostitute. In 



contrast, Offred escapes at the conclusion of the 
film largely because of her love relationship with 
Nick. This relationship is emphasized more within 
the film than the novel; the conclusion of the film 
relies more heavily on traditional narrative closure 
through the developing romance between leading 
characters. 

The primary plot innovation of the film occurs at 
the climax when Offred assassinates the 
Commander, a deviation from the novel and an act 
which raises interesting issues. The commander is 
portrayed as a rather benign man with 
undercurrents of cruelty; he describes himself to 
Offred as "an ordinary guy who does too much 
paperwork." This message, however, is 
contradicted by several other pieces of information 
within the film, including news footage in which he is 
interviewed as the leader of government troops, and 
a framed portrait in his office in which he poses with 
other high-ranking officials. Immediately before his 
death, the commander thanks Offred for her 
kindness, telling her their clandestine meetings in his 
office had "kept him going." In a violent gesture, 
Offred cuts his throat with a knife, apparently 
supplied to her by the Mayday underground. This 
gesture, which at first appears out of place in the 
film, in fact serves an important function: it 
repoliticizes the nature of their relationship, closing 
the imaginary gap between the public and private 
spheres. While the Commander consistently 
underplayed the power imbalances in their 
relationship, the visual clues of the film, such as the 
news footage shown shortly before Offred kills him, 
remind the viewer of this powerful position. Offred's 
assassination of the Commander is just that: a 
political and personal act which combines her 
resistance to social and individual oppression. In 
contrast, at the conclusion of the novel Offred 
remirks, "I still have it in me to feel sorry for him" (p. 
377 ), and it is implied the Commander may be a 
victim of purges from within the ruling elite. 

The most notable weakness of the film version 
of The Handmaid's Tale is the lack of historical 
context which Atwood provides for readers of her 
novel. For example, some viewers may readily 
dismiss Gilead as an improbable social mutation, 
since no explanation of the origin of the new country 
is provided. This is not the case within the novel; the 
narrator reveals crucial antecedents which make this 
social transformation all too plausible. Events which 
enable this transformation to occur include the 
assassination of the President and members of 

* Page numbers used in this review are from the Fawcett Crest 
edition of The Handmaid's Tale by Margaret Atwood. 
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Congress, emergency suspension of the 
constitution, the eroding of female economic power 
through massive firings and denying women access 
to monetary systems. In the novel, the narrator 
describes the masses of American citizens as 
frighteningly passive, "watching television, looking 
for some direction" (p. 225). This historical and 
social context provides credibility within the novel to 
the existence of Gilead. 

Another significant omission within the film is the 
lack of feminist analysis; Atwood interweaves this 
sort of analysis throughout the novel through 
feminist characters, such as Kate's mother, and also 
through the "Historical Notes" which follow Offred's 
narrative. The focus on Offred's experiences in the 
film, without such analysis, results in a focus on the 
manner in which women oppress other women, 
rather than on the larger power structure. In fact, 
the face of patriarchy in this film is most often 
female; the male enforcers are a faceless, 
amorphous institution. Offred is repeatedly warned 
within the film that "it's the wives you have to look 
out for," undermining the presence of male authority 
within the private sphere. In the "Historical Notes" 
concluding the novel, important analysis is provided 
concerning the nature of female power within 
patriarchal culture: 

... the best and most cost-effective way to 
control women for reproductive and other 
purposes was through women 
themselves ... No empire imposed by force 
or otherwise has ever been without this 
feature: control of the indigenous by 
members of their own group ... When power 
is scarce, a little of it is tempting. (p. 390). 

Both versions of The Handmaid's Tale depict the 
rigid control and regulation of female sexuality, 
illustrating that the politics of sexuality can play a 
crucial role in the creation and maintenance of social 
hierarchies. In contemporary American society 
where reproductive freedom continues to be 
challenged, both the film and novel will fuel the 
debate regarding the reproductive rights many of us 
are taking less and less for granted. 



Gender Trouble: 
Feminism and the Subversion of Identity 
By Judith Bustier 
(New York: Routledge, 1990) 

Feminism/Postmodern ism 
Edited by Linda J. Nicholson 
(New York: Routledge, 1990) 
Reviewed by Laura J. George, Center for Women's Studies and Department of English, The Ohio 
State University, Columbus, Ohio. 

Gender Trouble and Feminism /Postmodern ism 
are the first two volumes in a new series edited by 
Linda J. Nicholson called "Thinking Gender," which 
promises to "publish innovative work in feminism 
and gender theory, with an emphasis on studies that 
stem from the Continental tradition in philosophy 
and social thought." Gender Trouble is a 
contribution to that work in feminist theory which 
attempts to denaturalize terms which many feminists 
have taken to have self-evident meanings. In 
Gender Trouble, Judith Butler argues that not only is 
"gender" a socially constructed and problematic 
category, but so is "sex." That is, she challenges the 
widely used women's studies paradigm "sex is to 
gender as nature is to culture" and questions the 
naturalness of "sex." Although she makes this 
argument quite carefully in her first chapter, by the 
last chapter she seems to be primarily focused on 
the more familiar idea that "gender" is not "natural." 
Throughout her book she uses a valorization of 
lesbianism to challenge current social theories and 
to attack the "compulsory heterosexuality" which 
these theories support, although she doesn't 
explicitly make this a central goal of her project. 
Feminism/Postmodernism is a collection of thirteen 
essays which span the years 1984-1989 and 
address "the benefits and dangers of 
postmodernism for feminist theory." Some of the 
essays are original but several have appeared 
before and others, like Donna Haraway's "A 
Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and 
Socialist Feminism in the 1980s" (1985) and Andreas 
Huyssen's "Mapping the Postmodern" (1984), are 
older and fairly widely available. The first essay, by 
Nancy Frazer and Linda J. Nicholson, has appeared 
in two journals and in two other books. In some 
ways, this volume is a good introduction to 

postmodernism -- at least as it functions within a 
certain field of inquiry and in relation to feminist 
theory. Andreas Huyssen's essay, for instance, is a 
careful and useful introduction to some of the 
histories of the term "postmodernism." However, 
what is referred to as "postmodernism" in some 
essays is treated as a fairly simple and unified 
concept, and these essays tend towards an 
ahistorical and rather general treatment of the 
relationship between "feminism" and 
"postmodernism." Christine Di Stefano notes, "Since 
the primary focus of this chapter is feminist theory ... l 
have depicted the modern and postmodern in broad 
brush strokes" (78-9), and the same observation 
could be made about several of the early essays. 
Seyla Benahabib's essay on Lyotard and Nancy 
Hartsock's on Foucault suggest the difficulties each 
of these theorists entails for feminism and offer 
useful critiques of their work. Other essays, such as 
Sandra Harding's and Iris Marion Young's, use 
postmodern theories to interestingly address certain 
problems in feminist theories in quite useful ways. 

Judith Butler's Gender Trouble asks "What new 
shape of politics emerges when identity as a 
common ground no longer constrains this discourse 
on feminist politics? And to what extent does the 
effort to locate a common identity as the foundation 
for a feminist politics preclude a radical inquiry into 
the political construction and regulation of identity 
itself?" (xi). Like most of the essays in 
Feminism/Postmodernism, this book thoroughly 
rejects the notion that a belief in the universal 
condition of women and in the self-evidence of 
identity is necessary for an effective feminist politics. 
When Butler argues, for example, that "sex" itself 
should no longer be naturalized or challenges the 



sexist interpretations of DNA research, she 
consistently disputes that "only from a self-
consciously denaturalized position can we see how 
the appearance of naturalness is itself constituted" 
(110). Thus in the first of her three chapters, she 
asserts, "gender is not to culture as sex is to nature; 
gender is also the discursive/cultural means by 
which 'sexed nature' or 'a natural sex' is produced 
and established as 'prediscursive"' (7). Throughout 
the book she insists that any appeal to a 
prediscursive realm is ultimately dangerous and, 
again, like most of the writers represented in 
Feminism/ Postmodernism, sees any appeal to the 
natural as a movement which will inhibit theoretical 
and social change. In the beginning of this first 
section, for instance, she argues that the production 
of a simple category called "women" is ultimately 
dangerous because any such category will be 
rejected by some women and thus make feminist 
goals of connection and coalition difficult to achieve. 

In her second chapter, Butler examines the 
discursive formulations of psychoanalysis to ask if 
they "maintain an unacknowledged set of 
assumptions about the foundations of identity that 
work in favor of these very hierarchies" that feminists 
want to challenge? Her answer is yes. Her writing is 
often lively and original, especially in this section. 
For instance she notes, "If this unnamed 'organ,' 
presumably the penis (treated like the Hebrew 
Yahweh never to be spoken) §. a fetish, why should 
it be that we might so easily forget it, as Lacan 
himself assumes?" (48). Finally she reads "the 
structure of religious tragedy" in Lacan's 
"romanticization or indeed, religious idealization of 
'failure"' (56) to suggest the limits of his project. 
Through an interesting reading of Freud's work on 
melancholy together with object-relations theory, 
she argues that psychoanalytic accounts assume a 
taboo against homosexual desire that is in fact quite 
prior to the incest taboo: "Although Freud does not 
explicitly argue in its favor, it would appear that the 
taboo against homosexuality must precede the 
heterosexual incest taboo; the taboo against 
homosexuality in effect creates the heterosexual 
dispositions by which the Oedipal conflict becomes 
possible" (64). Indeed, she argues that, "the 
disavowed homosexuality at the base of melancholic 
heterosexuality reemerges as the self-evident 
anatomical facticity of sex, where 'sex' designates 
the blurred unity of anatomy, 'natural identity,' and 
'natural desire'" (71). 

In her third and final chapter, Butler focuses on 
possibilities of subversion. The chapter opens with 
a summary of the problems Kristeva presents for 
feminist theorists. Butler also does an interesting 
job of pointing out the tension between Foucault's 
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insistent de-naturalizing and his invocation, 
especially in his preface for Herculine Barbin, Being 
the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth 
Century Hermaphrodite, of a kind of prediscursive 
erotic freedom. She spends the most space 
discussing Wittig's writing, to which she seems quite 
drawn, although she finally sees Wittig as wholly 
complicit with the notions of naturalness which 
Butler insists must be challenged. She asks a series 
of quite interesting questions of Wittig, including, 
"What qualifies as a lesbian? Does anyone know? If 
a lesbian refutes the radical disjunction between 
heterosexual and homosexual economies that Wittig 
promotes, is that lesbian no longer a lesbian?" (127). 
These are familiar questions, of course, but Butler 
raises them with particular insistence. However, I 
think there are some problems with her final 
answers. 

In the final section of her book, after an 
interesting discussion of gender parody and "gender 
performance" in gay and lesbian cultures, she 
argues that gender is a "strategy" (139, her 
emphasis), a conclusion which is not quite adequate 
to the issues she has been addressing; in addition, it 
is not all that far removed from the more familiar 
understanding of gender as social construction. 
When she argues that "gender is, thus, a 
construction that regularly conceals its genesis; the 
tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and 
sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural 
fictions is obscured by the credibility of those 
productions" (140), I'm left wondering what's really 
new in this formulation. I think the word "tacit" 
presents a real problem here, since presumeably 
most of subjects Butler is writing about are unaware 
of their "tacit collective agreement." This "strategy" 
which so profoundly shapes all our lives is never 
fully addressed. That is, although she nicely shows 
that gender may be read as a discontinuous series 
of performances, she never addresses why we are 
engaged in these "performances" or what are the 
forces which keep these "performances" in place. 
That is, she seems to suggest that understanding 
gender as a performance is in itself a liberating 
strategy. Thus, there is an interesting shift in her 
writing from her early assertion that "sex will be 
shown to be a performatively enacted signification 
(and hence not 'to be')" (33) and her final section 
which asks, "What other local strategies for 
engaging the 'unnatural' might lead to the 
denaturalization of gender as such?" (149). It is this 
shift from denaturalizing "sex" to denaturalizing 
"gender" which weakens her argument. 
Nevertheless, this is an interesting and often 
thought-provoking book, well worth reading despite 
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occasional lapses into more familiar than 
"subversive" formulations. 

As we have seen, there is a certain amount of 
theoretical overlap between the project of this book 
and that of most of the essays in 
Feminism/Postmodernism. Indeed, this overlap is 
literalized, as the last essay in the collection is a 
section from Gender Trouble. This sort of overlap is 
maintained in an interesting way within Feminism/ 
Postmodernism. One of the strengths of the volume 
is the amount of dialogue which goes on between 
the essays. The various essays often quote one or 
several of the other essays appearing in the same 
volume, sometimes at great length, as the writers 
comment on and criticize each other's positions and 
formulations. 

The essays in Feminism/Postmodernism 
occupy a range of positions in relation to what is 
called "postmodernism." Susan Bordo's "Feminism, 
Postmodernism, and Gender-Skepticism," for 
instance, is concerned to point out some of the 
dangers "gender skepticism" (a skepticism about 
the use of "gender" as a category) presents for 
feminist projects. Most of the essays, though, 
stress the importance of postmodernism (usually 
understood as a process of denaturalization, 
decategorization, and destablization) for advancing 
the sophistication and political efficacy of feminist 
thought. The essays by Sandra Harding, Elspeth 
Probyn, and Iris Marion Young stand out as 
particularly interesting and specific engagements 
with different aspects of postmodern theories. 

In several of these essays, postmodernism 
functions as a kind of fairly unproblematized "other." 
In Nancy Frazer's and Linda Nicholson's opening 
essay, the relation between "feminism" and 
"postmodernism" is suggested through curiously 
territorial language: "It follows that an encounter 
between feminism and postmodernism will initially 
be a trading of criticisms.... In fact, each of these 
tendencies has much to learn from the other; each 
is in possession of valuable resources which can 
help remedy the deficiencies of the other" (20). This 
suggestion that "feminism" and "postmodernism" 
constitute two adjoining but separate territories is, I 
think, less useful than exploration of what the two 
discourses already share. Huyssen, for instance, 
does not stress the possibilities of interaction 
between two "isms" but instead examines certain 
specific theoretical debates and neglects to suggest 
how feminism has already contributed to the 
conditions that have created the current interest in 
postmodernism. 

Sandra Harding's "Feminism, Science, and the 
Anti-Enlightment Critiques," for instance, begins by 
suggesting, "I want to show why it would be 
accurate and useful to conceptualize as lying within 
each of our feminisms some of the oppositions that 
have surfaced in this controversy but that are 
usually thought to occur only between the science 
and postmodernist [feminist) projects" (83). 
Harding suggests that the Jane Flax and Christine 
De Stephano essays printed in this volume "attribute 
a tentative, hesitant, reluctant ambivalence on the 
part of feminists" when confronted with 
postmodernist theories, whereas she argues that we 
should maintain a "principled ambivalence" which is 
"self-consciously and theoretically articulated" 
because "from this perspective at least some of the 
tensions between the scientific and postmodernist 
agendas are desirable; they reflect different, 
sometimes conflicting, legitimate political and 
theoretical needs of women today" (86). Harding's 
essay is careful, interesting, and thorough as she 
addresses such questions as whether feminism 
needs an epistemology, and what epistemological 
framework could serve us better than objectivism. 
Most useful, I think, is her insistence on seeing and 
maintaining tensions within feminism which allows 
her to address these issues with complexity and 
clarity. 

Elspeth Probyn's "Travels in the Postmodern: 
Making Sense of the Local" examines the metaphor 
of the "local" and the call for specificity in feminist 
and postmodern thought. She pays attention to the 
metaphors of critical writing in a way that I find 
useful, as she examines the way the terms "local," 
"locale," and "location" function in critical discourse 
to ask "whether the subaltern can speak" (177). She 
argues that "the concept of 'locale' serves then to 
emphasize the lived contradictions of place and 
event" (182), that "location" also "depends on a 
constructed chronology" and that "the local is only a 
fragmented set of possibilities that can be articulated 
into a momentary politics of time and place" (187). 
The course of her "theoretical meanderings" (187) is 
both rich and fascinating. 

Like Probyn, Iris Marion Young, is concerned 
with articulating a politics of place. Young is 
suspicious of the notion of community, like Nel in 
Sula when she reminisces: "The black people, for all 
their new look, seemed awfully anxious to get to the 
valley or leave town, and abandon the hills to 
whoever was interested. It was sad because the 
Bottom had been a real place. These young ones 
kept talking about community, but they left the hills 
to the poor, the old, and the stubborn and the rich 
white folks. Maybe it hadn't been a community, but 



it had been a place. Now there weren't any places 
left, just separate houses with separate televisions 
and separate telephones and less and less dropping 
by" (166). Young argues that the dream of 
community is "politically problematic ... because 
those motivated by it will tend to suppress 
differences among themselves or implicitly to 
exclude from their political groups persons with 
whom they do not identify" (300). Young's essay is 
not only grounded in the theorists she quotes, 
primarily Derrida, Kristeva, and Adorno, but in 
feminist political action groups. She argues that the 
idea of community is problematic· at two levels. 
First, "we have often expected our political groups to 
fulfill our desire for community as against the 
alienation and individualism we find in capitalist 
patriarchal society" (300). This need for "mutual 
identification and mutual affirmation" has kept our 
political groups weak. For Young, "racism, ethnic 
chauvinism, and class devaluation . . . grow partly 
from a desire for community" (311 ). Second, the 
ideal society imagined by many feminists has simply 
ignored the complexities of modern urban mass 
society in favor of a vaguely agrarian decentralized 
"community." Young's essay is fully attuned to the 
pull of the city. She notes, "Even many of the most 
staunch proponents of decentralized community 
love to show visiting friends around the Boston, or 
San Francisco or New York in which they live, 
climbing up towers to see the glitter of lights and 
sampling the fare at the best ethnic restaurants" 

Want to be Published? 

21 
(317). Young wants to celebrate a "politics of 
difference" and an ideal of "the nonoppressive city" 
in place of an idea of "community." Finally, she 
admits, "in the end it may be a matter of stipulation 
whether one chooses to call such politics as play of 
difference 'community,' but, because most 
articulations of the ideal of community carry the urge 
to unity I have criticized community rather than to 
redefine the term" (320). Young's essay was the 
one I most wanted to urge others to read. Her 
incisive work can be instructive to practitioners of 
many varieties of feminist thought. 

Both Gender Trouble and 
Feminism/Postmodernism, despite my caveats, 
offer new insights and interesting questions for 
feminists. Butler and almost all of the essayists urge 
a consideration of postmodern theories, not the 
least as a means of rethinking the hegemonies of 
dominant U.S. academic feminism. There is an 
interesting kind of irony, however, in the way the 
various writers offer postmodernism as the solution 
for feminism's racist, classist, homophobic, 
ethnocentric components. That is, one thing neither 
of the books substantially attempts, despite the 
occasional quote from Audre Larde, is a sustained 
encounter with thought outside a fairly conservative 
canon of intellectual classics. This more than 
anything may suggest the limits of the conventional 
parameters of postmodernism. 

Feminisms welcomes submissions of articles, essays, reviews, artwork and graphics (black and white), 
and information about up coming events, community news and cartoons of interest to feminists. Submit your 
work to : Kim Davies, Editor, Feminisms, The Center for Women's Studies, 207 Dulles Hall, 230 W. 17th 
Avenue, Columbus, OH 43210. We reserve the right to edit for content and length. 
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The Center for Women's Studies Goes to NWSA 

The National Women's Studies Association will 
hold their twelfth annual conference at The 
University of Akron, June 20-24. The title for this 
year's conference is "Feminist Education: Calling 
the Question." The registration pamphlet for the 
conference promises "over 250 sessions and 
workshops representing feminist education and 
community activism in more than 45 states and 
Brazil, Italy, Cuba, Israel, the Netherlands, Canada, 
El Salvador, and West Germany." 

The "Feminist Forum Series" will include "The 
National Debate on Education: Politics and 
Practice," "Theories of Sexuality," "Theories of 
Race," and "Listen to the Old Women" among 
others. Additionally, "Bridging Our Common World: 
African American Women and the Politics of Culture" 
will present artists "who use traditional cultural forms 
as vehicles for creating positive, social, and political 
change, and whose work is influenced by the 
Afrocentric concept that usefulness and beauty are 
not separate" (Conference Registration Pamphlet). 

Once again, the Center for Women's Studies will 
be well represented. A partial list of presenters from 
Ohio State follows: 

Srimati Basu: "The Value of Literary 
Dystopia Within Feminist Pedagogy: Using 
Egalia's Daughters in an Introductory 
Women's Studies Classroom." 

Judy Beckman: "Women Artists Speak 
Out!" 

Linda Bernhard: "An Historical Perspective 
on Reproductive Surgery for Women." 

Rosaria Champagne: "Who's Racing 
Whom? Feminist Practice and Post-
Structural Theory." 

Bai Di: "Women's Studies in China: 
Contents and Methodology." 

Mary Margaret Fonow: "Women's Studies 
and State Government, Partners in Feminist 
Policy Formation: The Case of the 
Governor's lnteragency Council on 
Women's Issues in Ohio." 

Susan Hartmann: "A regional View of 
Women's Studies: Prospects and 
Problems," and alsq "The New Campus Co-
op: Women's Studies and Women's 
Centers Unite to Promote Feminist 
Education." 

Valerie Sanders: "From Center to Margin: 
Images of Mormon Women in the Transition 
from a Radical to Conservative Society." 

Srimati Basu, Tonya Laubauch, Lisa Maatz, 
Gloria McCauley, Valerie Sanders, and Tei 
Street: "Choices for Instructors with Lecture 
Burnout." 

In addition, a panel entitled "Television's 
Approaches to Feminism" will include the following 
three presentations: 

Laura George, "Teaching the Women of 
Brewster Place"; Lucretia Knapp, "The 
World According to Garb: Putting on 'The 
Feminine' in Music Videos"; and Terry 
Moore, "Roseanne the Riveting: The 
Popularization of Feminism." 

Besides all of the noteworthy presentations, the 
entertainer list is impressive. The "Opening Night 
Celebrations" will feature The lmani African 
American Dance Company and Words of Power, 
while other entertainers include Holly Near, Ronnie 
Gilbert, Dance Brigade, The Washington Sisters 
from Columbus and The Ohio State Center for 
Women's Studies' own Tei Street performing her 
one woman act. 

With over 250 sessions, we can not begin to list 
all of the presentations that may be of interest to our 
readers. For more information, pamphlets are 
available in the Center or you can call NWSA at 
(301) 454-3757. 



Announcements 

Hartmann Continues as Director 
We are pleased to announce that Susan 

Hartmann has been asked to continue in the 
position of Director for the Center for Women's 
Studies. Moreover, we are excited that she has 
agreed to stay, signing a contract for 2 more years. 
Under the leadership of Susan Hartmann, the 
Center for Women's Studies has continued to grow. 
We now offer more classes, have more students, 
and are on the verge of adding a Master's program 
in Women's Studies. 

11A Feminist Looks at 
Hollywood Actresses 11 

On Wednesday, May 2nd, at Noon, The College of 
Humanities will host a lecture presented by Dr. 
Judith Mayne, Associate Professor for the Center for 
Women's Studies and Department of Romance 
Languages. Dr. Mayne will provide illustrations as 
she discusses Hollywood actresses of the 1930's 
and 1940's, including Katherine Hepburn, Bette 
Davis, and Marlene Dietrich. This lecture is part of a 
series entitled "Women: Choices and Challenges" 
which features distinguished women scholars and is 
held at The Hyatt on Capitol Square. Reservations 
must be made in advance and the cost is $12 per 
person. Contact the College of Humanities at The 
Ohio State University for more information. 
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Correction 
In the listings of activities of Women's Studies 

Faculty and Staff last issue (Jan/Feb 1990), we 
wrongly reported Claire Robertson's position. Dr. 
Robertson is an Associate Professor for the Center 
for Women's Studies and the Department of History. 
We apologize for this error to our readers and 
especially to Claire. 

Call For Papers 
The Feminist Foreign Language Teaching 

Collective seeks manuscripts for a collection of 
essays on the relationship between feminism and 
foreign language teaching at all levels of instruction. 
Topics include, but are not limited to, teaching non-
European languages; pidgins and Creoles; Black 
and Hispanic English dialects and language 
standardization; bilingualism and biculturalism; 
Classics. 

Deadline for manuscripts is December 31, 1990, 
but abstracts and letters of inquiry are welcomed 
prior to this date. Typed manuscripts (in English) 
from 10-30 pages following MLA style may be 
submitted to either address below: 

Melanie Hawthorne 
Department of Modern and 

Classical Languages 
Texas A&M University 
College Station, Texas 77843 

Tamara Williams 
Department of Romance 

Languages 
Hamilton College 
Clinton, New York 13323 

Stay in touch with the Center for Women's Studies, learn about upcoming classes and events, and enjoy 
a variety of feminist writings. Subscribe to Feminisms, the bimonthly publication of the Center for Women's 
Studies at The Ohio State University. Subscriptions are only $8.00 per calendar year, payable to the Center 
for Women's Studies. 

__ Check for $8.00 is enclosed. 

Return to Feminisms Subscriptions, Center for Women's Studies, 207 Dulles Hall, 230 West 17th Avenue, The Ohio State 
University, Columbus, Ohio 43210. 
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