




Teaching Interdisciplinary Women's Studies
In thinking about the interdisciplinary nature of women's
studies, I am reminded of Augustine questioning himself about
the nature of time:

What therefore is time? If no one asks me, I know. If I
am asked to explain, I do not know.

While I probably know as much about women's studies as I
do time, my ideas of both are equally difficult to articulate.
I will, therefore, in the best feminist tradition, make use of
the autobiographical mode—talking about my own work
experience-and move from there to more general com-
ments about women's studies, its significance to the acade-
my, and some of the factors which hinder its acceptance. I
hope that the following remarks will suggest some of the
rewards, if not a conclusive theory, of interdisciplinary women's
studies work.

I have been involved in women's studies for almost seven
years. Initially, my work was personally motivated. I read
all the feminist works I could get my hands on because I
felt that I was reading about myself and about the world,
not as I had been told they were, but as I had experienced
them. It was a time of overpowering revelation for me, as
though I had unlocked some secret door and for the first
time the world within made sense. I read because I wanted
to, because the material was crucial to my life in a very im-
mediate way; and I read widely and randomly, jumping
from books and articles about female sexuality, to sexism
in textbooks, to the politics of housework. I did not think
in terms of disciplines or courses,'much less consider the
fact that I was educating myself in an interdisciplinary manner.
For the first time, I was engaging in true self-education, high
on my own faculty development, motivated by the desire for
acquiring knowledge and skills for problem-solving.

Naturally, when I first taught a women's studies course, I felt
almost compelled to share my discoveries with others: dis-
coveries which had not been made through specialized inquirv
into one discipline, but rather through recognition of the con-
flict between my world of experience and a societal/academic
definition of it. Therefore, the first women's studies courses
I taught were structured, like their parent movement, to
challenge the traditional definitions of women —to react to
the problem of sexism. We pursued the question: How is
sexism manifest in our lives and in our education? The structure
of these early women's studies courses was intended to mirror
the complexity of the political reality of women's lives and
consciousness.

I was working on a reactive/urgent basis. Consciously using a
multidisciplinary model, I relied on the explosiveness of this
new information from a mixture of disciplines to transform
my students' lives as it had my own. And I called on the
knowledge of my colleagues, asking them to suggest readings
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and to lecture in my classes. I became interested in their work,
in their biases, and in the ways in which we could help one
another. In other words, I began to develop a sense, albeit an
ideal one, of what a true academic community could be. In
working in a limited way with others in different disciplines,
I found myself alternately frustrated by the jargon we all
acquire when we become socialized into a field (mine is
English) and enlightened by the new angle of vision and
insight that contact with new disciplinary terms and method-
ologies provides. My growing library reflected my increasing
interest in other fields, particularly in the areas of female
sexuality, social movement theory, and sex roles. As my inter-
disciplinary vocabulary developed, I became eager to talk with
my colleagues in various departments and found myself more
knowledgeable and critical in colloquia. As time went on, I
became more aware of how feminists themselves have a kind
of specialized vocabulary, centering around such terms as
"feminism," "women's studies," "consciousness," "political,"
and "androgyny." And even though none of us mean quite the
same thing when we use these words, we are at least speaking
the same language, only in different dialects, for we are talking
about the same system of thoughts and the same problem.

While developing a greater consciousness of the rich disci-
plinary diversity within my own university, I was also increasing
my ties with the national interdisciplinary network of women's
studies teachers —all those who, like myself, had brought our
feminism into the classroom. I felt bound to this larger network,
not only by a similar political vision, but also by a method of
inquiry. Rather than studying a scientifically manageable
question suitable for investigation by the method of one
discipline, we were engaged in the exciting task of merging our
disciplinary skills and knowledge, harmonizing our vocabularies
and working collectively across universities. This type of work
and inquiry involves of necessity some very real problems. We
cannot always work with our colleagues next door. Instead,
we have to rely on the telephone or too-infrequent conferences.
In addition, we must maintain connections with two national
professional networks: our feminist interdisciplinary colleagues
and our disciplinary ones. Both networks are central to our
professional growth. We experience a similar crisis of allegiance
in microcosm at our own universities as we strive to maintain
ties with both our departmental and university-wide col-
leagues. For reasons which I will explain later, this is not a
mere crisis of time.

There are other problems. Let me return to the pedagogical
ones. First, although I tried to maximize continuity in my
interdisciplinary women's study course as I moved from one
subject to another, I was plagued with the fear that in merely
juxtaposing disciplinary approaches without considering
aspects of the unique methodologies, I was relying too heavily
on sheer accumulation of evidence and not enough on sys-
tematic analysis or theory. Many times, particularly half-way
through a semester, I would panic about the lack of synthesis
and the lack of answers (which I had hitherto thought educa-
tion, especially specialization, should provide). But I slowly
began to realize that this worry was inevitable; this unique
sort of interdisciplinary approach to the nontraditional subject
was groundbreaking. It was like building the ship as I sailed it.



Questions abounded and answers could only be guessed at. Of
course my goal was to develop the system or theory, but not
one fixed in concrete; I wanted the students to realize that
disciplined theory involves constant questioning and receptivity
to new angles on old ideas. Educating, in other words, leads
us quite simply to heightened consciousness about the process
of education itself. Previously, I had not explicitly connected
the idea of consciousness-raising with what I had learned
within my disciplinary courses. This may say something
unique about me or my courses, but I doubt it; I, like too many
women, had been an unconscious consumer.

Consciousness-raising, outside women's studies circles, is a
dirty word. It conjures up T-groups, rap sessions, and a roomful
of scruffy feminists sitting in the lotus position, chanting
"male chauvinist." It is generally agreed that consciousness of
our world and ourselves is just what we should be engaged in
raising (read: confronting and challenging) in every educational
encounter; yet this very basic and seemingly self-evident aim
of education is often ignored or shrugged aside when the
discussion shifts to women's studies. This is because women's
studies confronts head-on the two shibboleths of the traditional
curriculum: disciplinary specialization and apolitical objective
knowledge. Women's studies, in contrast, is necessarily inter-
disciplinary and frankly political. It is problem-centered, and
it challenges the ways in which social structures (the curriculum
very much included) create and foster ideas about ourselves
and the world. In acknowledging the male-centeredness of the
traditional curriculum, it points out the biases inherent in all
the disciplines and thus the political nature of education itself.
Coming to grips with the nature of bias-easy to see in the
depiction of women—is the first step towards seeing the truth
of Kuhn's assertion that we have all been trained within limited
paradigms. Questioning the underlying assumptions about the
truth and supposedly objective knowledge of academic fields is
to recognize that the very chopping up and categorizing of
knowledge in the academy is itself a political act. One need
not be a Marxist to see that almost all our actions are political
when we live in a society, that all our decisions reflect bias;
indeed, it takes a certain sort of blindness and false conscious-
ness not to see it. A strong attack on women's studies —for its
consciousness-raising purpose, its interdisciplinary nature, its
open political stance—is itself a political affirmation of the
present design and assumptions behind the traditional cur-
riculum.

Any faculty member has to face certain problems in deciding
to teach an interdisciplinary course; but prefix women's
studies to the I.D. label and she is in double jeopardy. The
word "interdisciplinary" itself is an adjective, referring to no
particular discipline and, to many, no content. Or rather,
women's studies implies "content," all right, but a kind that,
to many of our colleagues, is problematic. Put the two together
— interdisciplinary and women's studies—and you get my most
paranoid fantasy: a group of content-lacking, consciousness-
raising women. But this is only a fantasy. In truth, in an I.D.
women's studies course the necessary eclecticism of the
interdisciplinary approach merges with the necessary politics of
feminism. And it is the latter, the politics of feminism/women's
studies, more than the interdisciplinary label, that is the real
issue. Even the departmental shield will not protect us from
the same charges that are leveled against any scholarly endeavor
that challenges the traditional curriculum.

In confronting these issues in interdisciplinary women's
studies, I have developed a much stronger sense of intellectual
identity. As my interdisciplinary consciousness has grown and
my knowledge of other disciplines has expanded, my problem-
centeredness in women's studies has become more refined.
Instead of dealing with such broad questions as the nature of
sexism, I now focus courses around such issues as the idea of
women's sexuality, the role of women in the fine arts, and the
nature of social movements. In addition, I have come to
realize that the previously mentioned tension between disci-
plinary and interdisciplinary identity and methodology that a
women's studies teacher faces is also operative in her own field.
The more I work as an interdisciplinarian in women's studies,
the more I work as an interdisciplinarian in English literature.
I find that the questions I now ask in an English course are
ones whose answers require some work outside the field: in
history, philosophy, art. The richness of this inquiry has led
me to a heightened interest in the study of literature and an
appreciation of the true complexity of literary questions.

There has remained, however, the recalcitrant problem:
women's studies is not a discipline and academic feminists
have all been trained (and hired to work) within a discipline.
To the extent that we move outside or beyond our discipline,
we experience some very real problems. It is not, as I have said,
wholly a problem of time. We have a desire for excellence and
recognition within our own field and a corresponding and
often contradictory desire to expand our world in an inter-
disciplinary way in women's studies. The two activities or
desires not only may pull us in what seem like opposite career
directions, but may also work to the very detriment of our
academic careers. Those of us with such dual concerns live
constantly with the following anxiety-causing questions:
(1) where am I most effective (in teaching departmental
courses or women's studies); (2) what will my involvement
in women's studies do to my disciplinary career;(3) will work
in women's studies affect negatively my chances for tenure;
(4) who can evaluate my work in women's studies—how will
my colleagues perceive it; (5) how will I cope with the isolation
(perceived and felt) of working in an interdisciplinary course?
We all have our separate versions of these questions. And all
of them will be answered differently depending on our local
situation. But as women's studies continues to develop, both
nationally and locally, we will continue to confront them both
individually and collectively. I predict that as our campuses
experience some major changes throughout the next few years,
both in curriculum and in the nature of the student body, we
will be joined by our disciplinary colleagues in resolving these
issues which eventually all academics will have to face in one
context or another.

The issues and questions I have posed have their roots in
the political questioning of education during the 1960's. Many
of us involved in the excitement and turmoil of those years
are now working in the academy, questioning and challenging
the shape of education. The problems we face in such areas as
women's studies—where the issues are seen in relief—are a
necessary part of any attempt to create change.

As we struggle with the issues of consciousness-raising, inter-
disciplinary work, professional identity, and the politics of
education, we in women's studies are making an imprint on,
if not setting a direction for, the shape of education to come.
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