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ENLARGING THE CIRCLE: FEMINISM,
WOMEN'S STUDIES AND THE COMMUNITY
Debbie Louis
National Coordinator, NWSA
Mid-Atlantic Conference, October 12, 1991
The question of how to more
effectively "link Women's Studies programs
with the community" is secondary to the issues
of why we want to, and the attitudes we bring
to the effort. Until we are clear, committed,
and genuine in respect to these issues--and we
are for the most part far from any of the above-the most effective strategies in the world will
not work. When we are clear, committed, and
genuine, which several individual programs are,
the strategies arise as a natural extension of
feminist practice in the context of the
institutional Women's Studies program. And
they work.
So, I am going to take advantage of
this forum to spend some time exploring the
confusion that I think has been getting in the
way of many of our efforts at "inclusion"
within and "linkages" outside of Women's
Studies programs.
I have been acutely reminded several
times since assuming the role of National
Coordinator six months ago, of a piece of
motherwit I'm sure you know: "Be careful
what you wish for because it just might come
true."
The last time I can recall this maxim
having such wide-ranging salience was in the
final stages of the dynamic period of the civil
rights movement of the early 60's. If you are
old enough to remember back to that time, you
will remember when perfectly sincere and wellintentioned white civil rights activists and
advocates decided, in accordance with their
principles and values, that leadership roles
should be "transferred to" the non-whites on
whose "behalf," after all, this movement had
been engendered. Concurrently, (cont. p. 4)
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1991 CONFERENCE SUMMARY
Debbie Louis's voice [see left column]
at Mount Vernon College, Washington, DC,
was one of many committed to "Shaping the
Future," regional conference theme for 1 991 .
Pat Ortman and Libby Sears coordinated the
conference, where over fifty presenters and
discussants addressed
questions of
empowerment of women for a better future . In
her keynote speech, Sharon Rodine, Immediate
Past President of the National Women's
Political .Caucus, stressed the importance of
electing more women to policy-making
positions in national, state and local office.
Selected session titles suggest the wide range
of topics for the remainder of the conference :
"Allies in Educational Equity: AAUW and
NWSA"; "Utopia/Dystopia" in futuristic tales by
women; "The Politics of Collaboration"; "Needs
of Non-traditional Women Students"; "Women
Reshaping Education"; and "The Core Project"
for adolescent girls in the District of Columbia.

WMST -L: GOOD NEWS--AND OUICKLY
Women's Studies has entered the
electronic age. Last May, Joan Korenman,
director of Women's Studies at the University
of Maryland Baltimore County (UMBC), started
WMST-L, an international electronic forum for
Women's Studies. This forum enables
subscribers to communicate via computer with
people of similar interests around the world .
Within seconds, your electronic message is
delivered to all the forum's subscribers, even
those thousands of miles away.
to
WMST-L was
make such connection possible among
teachers,
researchers,
and
program
administrators in Women's Studies. The forum
offers a rapid and virtually cost-free way for
participants to ask questions and exchange
information about current research, teaching
strategies, useful texts and films, innovative
courses, funding sources, building Women's
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PROJECT DUNGGANON:
DIGNITY, ECONOMICS AND THE POOR
WOMEN'S BANK IN THE PHILIPPINES

Studies majors, minors, and graduate programs,
and relations between Women's Studies and
other special studies. The forum also publishes
announcements
about
conferences,
job
opportunities and publications, and calls for
papers. WMST-L will eventually also serve as a
file repository for syllabi, curriculum projects,
bibliographies, and other materials related to
Women's Studies.
Response has been enthusiastic.
WMST-L already numbers more than 650
subscribers in eighteen countries, ranging from
the United States and Canada to Israel, Brazil,
Singapore, and Australia. Approximately 25%
of the subscribers are male.

The Negros Women for Tomorrow
Foundation (NWTF) was established in 1 984 in
order to address social and economic problems
of poor women on the island-province of
Negros, the Philippines. Initially, the NWTF
established credit cooperatives and other
programs responding to women's issues and
concerns. In 1989, working with governmental
support, NWTF leaders established Project
Dungganon, based on the Grameen model--in
Bangladesh--of loans for poor people. The term
"Dungganon"--an llonggo word meaning
"honorable" or "honor"--affirms the right of
Negros women to determine their future--and
influence the future of the Philippines--through
economic self-sufficiency.

Anyone with computer access to Bitnet
or Internet can subscribe. There is no charge.
To subscribe, send the following command via
e-mail or interactive message to
LISTSERV@UMDD
(Bitnet)
or
LISTSERV@UMDD.EDU (Internet): Subscribe
WMST-L Your Name. For example:
Subscribe WMST -L Jane Doe

The project is based on loans--not
charity--as a fundamental human right,
important in obtaining other human rights. In
groups of five, potential borrowers from rural
areas participate in a program of information
and economic training. At the end of that
perioj, Qarticipants write loan applications for
their projects. No collateral or guarantors are
required. Loans of thirty or forty dollars enable
women to undertake a variety of enterprises,
many of which involve food sales: fish,
vegetable or candy vending, dressmaking, pig
raising, basketmaking, opening sari-sari stores
or beauty parlors. Borrowers repay loans in
small, manageable amounts over 50 weeks.

Once you subscribe, you will receive via
electronic mail all messages that are sent to
WMST-L, and you may also send messages for
distribution to subscribers. You will also receive
complete information about sending and
receiving messages.
If you have questions, contact Joan
Korenman,
Women's Studies, UMBC,
Baltimore, MD 21228-5398. Phone: (41 0) 4552040. E-mail: KORENMAN@UMBC (Bitnet) or
KORENMAN@UMBC2.UMBC.EDU (Internet}.

As of September 30,
Dungganon had over 4,000 borrowers irt 1 59
centers throughout 74 villages. Previously,
these women--had they even attempted to get
loans--would have had to go through loan
sharks, who charge as much as 50% interest
per day.
Cecilia del Castillo, Project Director
Carol Shiner Wilson, Associate Researcher

WE'RE WITH YOU!
Mid-Atlantic NWSA Officers

Anne Berkman, Regional Coordinator
East Stroudsburg University, PA
Carol Shiner Wilson, Treasurer and Newsletter
Editor, Lafayette and Muhlenberg Colleges, PA
Wendy Kalmar, Representative to NWSA. Drew
University, NJ

Submissions for the fall issue of UNCOMMON
THREADS due by August 5 to: Carol Shiner
Wilson, 2606 Washington Street, Allentown,
PA 18104.

Myrna Goldenberg, Alternate to NWSA
Montgomery College, MD
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VIDEO REVIEW: THE VEILED REVOLUTION
CALL FOR PAPERS & PERFORMANCES
1992 Mid-Atlantic Conference

Directed by Marilyn Gaunt and produced by
Elizabeth Fernea. 1982. Distributed by Icarus
Films. Color, available in VHS, 26 minutes.

ENCOUNTERING AMERICA'S CULTURES

October 23-25, 1992

Filmed in Cairo, The Veiled Revolution
explores the "return to the veil" by young
women in Islamic societies that started in the
early 1970s. The film is structured as a series
of interviews with three groups of women:
those who have adopted "modest dress", those
who wear Western clothes but express great
admiration for their sisters who have chosen
traditional dress, and older Egyptian women
who see the return to the veil as a regressive
move. The latter group includes a leader of the
1 923 feminist revolt against the veil.

Co-sponsored by Mid-Atlantic NWSA
and the Rider College Women's Studies
Program
We invite proposals for papers and
performances on the multicultural study
of all American women, 1492-1992.
Feminist and multicultural responses to
the Columbian celebration are
encouraged.
Native American,
Caribbean, South American, Canadian,
Central American, African American,
Asian American, and European and
British immigrant women have
contributed to the creation of our
cultures. Proposals on women's music,
art, poetry, fiction, film, video, dance,
math, science and the humanities are
welcome.
Please send five copies of a 250-word
abstract by May 1, 1992 to:

The film poses interpretive and political
challenges to Western audiences, especially
feminist audiences. The veil is both subject of
the film and the trope that organizes its metanarrative: as trope, it works to simultaneously
reveal and conceal layers of meaning. This
mode of documentary address presses Western
viewers into consciousness of their/our
pervasive
"orientalism"
(Edward
Said,
Orientalism. New York: Vintage, 1979).

Judith Johnston, Women's Studies
Rider College
Lawrenceville, NJ 08648-3099

In our struggles to make sense of the
interviews, we/Westerners try to fit the
statements and images of the
"quiet
revolution"
into--to
us--familiar
analytic
categories such as progress, logics of
instrumentalism, democracy, patriarchy, etc.
This decoding strategy does not work or, more
accurately, it does not work they
want
it to. It fails to take us beyond the veil to what
we might consider plausible understandings of
Moslem religious and social practices. To the
contrary, it reveals the inadequacy of our
categories, logics, and narrative structures.
Moreover, it refuses us the comforts of
exoticism or an uncomplicated cultural
relativism. The extraordinary power and
achievement of The Veiled Revolution is that it
makes us see that "we" are seeing the return
to the veil from the standpoint of Western
colonialists. Moreover, it makes those of use
who are feminists see many of its frames from
the same seats as our brother cum oppressors.

WOMEN AT WORK
Several
recent publications
discussing
women and work are available through
regional offices of the U.S. Department of
Labor. Representative titles of 10-25 page
publications are: Women in Management,
Women in the Skilled Trades and in Other
Manual Occupations,
Women in Labor
Organizations, and A Report on the Glass
Ceiling Initiative.
For further information, contact:
Margo Gaither, Equal Opportunity Specialist
Women's Bureau/Region Ill
3535 Market Street
Philadelphia, PA 1 91 04
(215) 596-1183
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Nevertheless, The Veiled Revolution is
not a narrative of female subservience. The
interviews tell diverse stories of female agency
and choice: of women's decisions to honor
Allah, to challenge patriarchal prohibitions
against women entering mosques or studying
the Koran, to reject Western cultural
domination, to assert control over presentations
of self in a culture where women are defined in
highly sexualized terms, to use modest dress
pragmatically as a way of negotiating the
challenges of urban life and, in some cases,
careers in male-dominated professions such as
medicine and engineering. At this point, at
least, return to the veil involves acts of
resistance as well as acts of submission. In the
words of the film's narrator, it is a way some
women are using to seek "new paths to
freedom within the frameworks of their own
Islamic traditions".

commumt1es of the nation to similarly be
"given" a determining role in planning and
priority-setting aspects of implementing these
problem-solving strategies. And both of these
things were done.
Well, it did not take long for thOse
generous benefactors of the underclass to
begin objecting strenuously to the outcome.
The actuality of "self-determination" was
unsettling, at best, and deeply threatening, at
worst. What had been assumed to be "the
problems" and "the solutions"--or, what "the
black community" wanted and needed--in
respect to achieving racial justice in America,
were neither identified nor perceived in the
same ways by the newly "empowered" voices
of that community itself.
It also did not take long for these
voices to be discredited, isolated, and
ultimately disempowered,
resulting
very
quickly, as it strengthened and reinforced the
strategies of status quo reaction, in the
immobilization of the movement itself and
gradual dismantling of the legal and social gains
that had been achieved.

The interpretation I offer here is, by
definition, a violation of the terms of the filmic
vision of The Veiled Revolution. It translates
and reduces it to a parable for the West. Yet,
the unique pedagogical value of this film is
located within the frames that communicate
but do not readily translate.
Curry Jansen
Muhlenberg College

-*

*

*

I am seeing a similar pattern in respect
to the "inclusion" issue in Women's Studies,
NWSA, and the feminist movement itself. For
a lot of us, inclusion seems to mean adding
educators to our numbers who share our
definitions, analyses, and perceptions but who
happen to look different, or come from a
differe1t background.
For many it means
the participation of Afro-American,
Asian, Hispanic, and Middle
Native
Eastern educators who agree with "us." Who
perceive the world, the condition and role of
women in it, and feminism, the same way "we"
(assumed to be the "genuine article") do.

WOMEN AND MATHEMATICS
Marcelle Bassman, Frostburg State
University, is writing a multimedia software
package, "Calculating Women: Filling in the
Time Line." She seeks assistance with some of
the hard-to-find contexts for biographical
sketches of women in mathematics--for
example, female Russian composers
contemporary with Sophya Kovalevskaya
( 1850-1 891 ) . Contact Marcelle at the
Department of Mathematics, Frostburg State
University, Frostburg, MD 21532-1099.

As we make room for the voices of
these "other women" and are confronted with
challenges to our own perceptions and
assumptions and definitions, we react by
invalidating the legitimacy of these voices,
rather than
by reexamm1ng
our own
conceptualizations. They become "not really

Louis: Continued from page 1
as program and policy goals were achieved in
the same interest, it was also decided that it
would be a good idea for the non-white
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Women's Studies," "not really feminists," "not
really educators."
"We" --in direct
contradiction to the values we articulate, and
by virtue solely of "our" historically dominant
position in the discourse--become the arbiters
of what is and is not Women's Studies,
feminism, racism, elitism, education, the
community. And by so doing, we have engaged
in the most overt--and most deeply internalized-elitist and exclusionary behavior.

We are, at the same time and as a
result of the same
dynamics,
crosscommunicating in terms of our linguistic
definitions and associations as we (no matter
how sincerely) attempt to converse with each
other, particularly as we attempt to do so
across subcultures. I am repeatedly surprised at
the extent to which we as feminists-supposedly the vanguard of challenge to
socialized perceptions--are carrying rigid models
around in our heads in relation to labels and
subgroups pertaining to characteristics other
than gender.
White women are secure.
Nonwhite women are poor. Catholic women
are against abortion. Poor women can't get
where they want to go. Students are radicals.
Third World women need instruction from us.
Formal education is the path to upward
economic mobility.
Business is a suspect
enterprise. Politics is a suspect enterprise.
Communists are godless.
Change, power,
equality, justice are things you petition others
to grant, not things you accomplish yourself.

"Enlarging the circle" does not simply
mean encompassing more people who agree
with us. It means making room for those who
experience other realities, who come to
different
conclusions,
who
successfully
exercise other styles and strategies, so that we
can share, and examine, and struggle, and
argue, and deepen our comprehension of Truth,
and transcend the illusions and the limitations
of our own enculturation (which we
intellectually,
but
seldom
emotionally,
understand to be particular and selective). It is
the conviction of those who advocate the
necessity of this (inclusionary) enterprise that
by so doing we will become better scholars and
teachers--and feminists. That our work will
become more effective and contributive . That
our lives will be enhanced by new insight. That
our connection--to each other and to the
planet--will be strengthened.
That our
consciousness--self, social, feminist, and
existential--will be deepened and expanded.

JOIN US!
If you see 8/92 on your mailing label, you
are a supporting member of the Mid-Atlantic NWSA.
If not, you are receiving this newsletter on a
complimentary basis, and we urge you to join us. As
with many organizations, membership in the national
does not cover all expenses for the regional. Your
dues will help support conference costs and the
continued mailing of this newsletter to you . Please
join us today.

If we as feminist educators do not fully
understand the benefit and the power of
consciousness--for that is, fundamentally, what
we are addressing here--we have little hope of
ever achieving what we profess to be our
goals. Yet, it appears that while we have
struggled long and hard in relation to gender
consciousness,
analysis,
assumptions,
conditioning, and bias, we have failed to pay
similar attention to our own socialization into
other biases and assumptions by the
institutions and communities which have
framed our working lives.
We have been
enculturated into the values and assumptions
of bureaucracy and intellectualism, and
measure our "other sisters" against its (which
have become our) standards of belief,
language, and behavior.

Name ' -

----------------------------------

Address ______________________________
City/State/Zip_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Phone(H) _ _ _ _ _ _ (W) _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Affiliation.____________________________
Please make a check for $5.00 to Mid-Atlantic
NWSA and mail it to:
Carol Shiner Wilson
2606 Washington Street
Allentown, PA 181 04
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When one side of a conversation is
grounded in such premises, and the outlook of
the other is grounded in contradictory
information and experience, communication is
a pretty far-fetched prospect, whether the
subject at hand is feminist education, what
NWSA "should be," or Israeli foreign policy.
While we have become very sophisticated in
identifying and critiquing the sources of our
own personal ideas and assumptions about
gender, gender roles, gender identity, and malefemale differences, it is as if many of us have
not even begun to look at where our own
personal ideas and assumptions about money,
citizenship, ethnicity, work, religion, decisionmaking (power), initiative, childrearing, health,
schooling, and cultural identity come from!

If feminism is about nothing else, is it
not about the way we treat each other? And if
we are unable to treat each other with respect,
and in accordance with the "feminist
principles" we espouse, how then do we
expect others--men, non-feminist and antifeminist women, our sons and daughters, our

colleagues, and the sisters we reach out to--to
take us seriously? To listen to and consider
what we have to say? To be willing to try a
different way of interpreting the world.. of
being? How then do we expect to forge the
"links" we say we want between Women's
Studies and the larger communities of women,
of feminists, and of feminist educators--links
we know are essential to keeping Women's
Studies from becoming the stultified, isolated,
insular, stagnant, pompous, factually incorrect
pillar of the status quo we associate with the
traditional, entrenched, institutional disciplinary
structures we challenge every day?
There are myriad paths to enlarging the
circle. That's not the hard part. It is our own
resistance to taking that first step that keeps
us at a standstill. That first step is inward.

In the next issue: HOW TO ENLARGE THE
CIRCLE--Ideas and programs that work.

LAFAYETTE COLLEGE
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Easton PA 18042
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