








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 Idoubt 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 L.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 LD.
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, [ 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 [ 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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