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Women’s Studies and Its Institutionalization  
as an Interdisciplinary Field: Past, Present, and Future

L. Ayu Saraswati and Barbara L. Shaw

Abstract: To celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of WSQ, this article offers a 
snapshot of the history of women’s studies (WS), one that establishes it as 
an interdisciplinary field alongside Black studies and ethnic studies. It also 
provides a roundtable among scholars who were integral to the formation of 
a PhD in WS program, strategies for small undergraduate departments and 
programs in an era of consolidation and elimination, and a call to reenvision 
the field’s purpose. In addition to arguing for solidarity and collaboration 
between women’s, gender, sexuality, and feminist (W/G/S/F), Black stud-
ies, and ethnic studies, it asks scholars-teachers to reimagine its curricula 
and research and writing practices as a method of un-disciplining. This is 
not a simple return to its roots though its history matters in addressing the 
pressing social justice concerns of the twenty-first century. Keywords: 
history of women’s studies, Black studies, and ethnic studies; field forma-
tion; social movement roots; neoliberal challenges; future transformations

Anniversaries are often considered a time to celebrate and reflect. For this 
fiftieth anniversary of WSQ, we want to do both. We want to celebrate how 
far women’s studies (WS) in the United States has come and reflect on the 
challenges that we have (yet to) overcome.1 We thus offer a snapshot of the 
history of WS, one that establishes it as an interdisciplinary field alongside 
Black studies and ethnic studies programs specifically. We construct this 
history by consulting published materials and by interviewing three profes-
sors in WS (now women, gender, and sexuality studies—WGSS) at the 
University of Maryland (UMD), College Park, who were there during the 
formation of the WS PhD program. We focus on UMD because we hope to 
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zoom in on a WS department and PhD program whose formation is tied to 
race studies. UMD has also been one of the public institutions that has been 
at the vanguard of graduate education in WS in the United States. More-
over, UMD is where the coauthors received their PhDs (Saraswati received 
hers in WS; Shaw received hers in American Studies and a graduate certif-
icate in WS). Reflecting on the history of the WS PhD at UMD functions 
as a lens through which we can better grasp the field’s formation in higher 
education, and its role as a part of a larger story-memory of WS as a field.

To offer a fuller picture of the evolution of WS in academia, the arti-
cle next addresses the struggles that Shaw and her colleagues are currently 
experiencing in sustaining an academic unit at a private small liberal arts 
college (SLAC). Shaw also offers strategies that respond to particular neolib-
eral challenges facing tuition-dependent undergraduate institutions. Shaw 
is currently the director of Interdisciplinary Studies, co-chair of Women’s, 
Gender and Sexuality Studies (WGSS), and the interim coordinator of 
Black Studies at Allegheny College.

Looking closely at the earliest history of WS, the past formation of the 
WS PhD, and the present struggles of a small undergraduate program is 
meant to document the wide-ranging journey that WS has taken as a field 
and how its institutionalization is connected to and has diverged from that 
of Black studies and ethnic studies. These conversations are also offered to 
provide some preliminary thoughts about possible future directions that 
we may take if we are to continue to exist, grow, and thrive. If the past 
fifty years have allowed WS to shape academia, what can we do so that in 
the next fifty years it remains relevant and significant and can even revolu-
tionize higher education to be more transgressive, progressive, and social 
justice–oriented? Black studies, ethnic studies, and WS have questioned 
how knowledge is produced and who has the power to tell these stories. In 
doing so, Black studies emerged as an interdisciplinary field unapologeti-
cally focused on the social constructions of racial formations and the power 
ascribed to race in the U.S. Interdisciplinarity and analyzing the interlocking 
systems of power that are reflected in gender, race, class, sexuality, nation-
ality, and dis/ability have become the foundations of women’s/gender/
sexuality/feminist studies (W/G/S/F) and distinguishes the field. But 
as this article cautiously asks, will our theoretical approaches embedded 
in intersectionality and transnationalism discipline and deliver us to our  
death-by-institution?
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Roots and Routes
In the last three to four decades, WS scholar-teacher-activists have ques-
tioned the field’s objects of study, asking self-reflexively: “What is the subject 
of Women’s Studies? How does Women’s Studies negotiate the politics of 
alliance and the politics of difference? How can Women’s Studies fulfill its 
promise of interdisciplinarity? What is the continuing place of activism in 
women’s studies? And . . . how has feminist pedagogy responded to chang-
ing social conditions?” (Guy-Sheftall 2008, 103). These questions have led 
to multiple iterations of academic programs’ names and curricular empha-
ses (Bhatt 2020; Wiegman 2012). These are also the questions that guide 
our conversation in this article.

Acknowledging our diverse approaches, overall, the field has grown 
exponentially. According to Guy-Sheftall, there are more than nine hundred 
undergraduate W/G/S/F programs, over ten thousand courses (which 
often are full, with pressures to add more students), an international pres-
ence, and over twenty-two programs that offer W/G/S/F doctoral degrees 
(Guy-Sheftall 2020). Fifty years after its establishment in academia (e.g., 
through classes, programs, and departments, as well as academic journals 
such as WSQ), this data certainly is impressive and important. It is imper-
ative, however, that we celebrate the field’s growth while emphasizing that 
its formation has been articulated alongside other programs like Black stud-
ies and ethnic studies, which we will focus on in this article.

While the organization of the first WS program at San Diego State 
University in 1969–70 marks a significant milestone, it is not the begin-
ning of the story, and as Clare Hemmings (2011) argues, how we tell our 
stories—whether it is about feminist theory or the beginnings of the field—
matters. Acknowledging the tireless work of named and unnamed feminists, 
abolitionists, and labor and anti-war activists throughout the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, the institutional foundations of contemporary 
W/G/S/F academic units grew out of mid-twentieth century social move-
ments. This narrative is well told in journals and books that have sought 
to build an archive and anchor the importance of WS in higher education 
(Ginsberg 2008; Guy-Sheftall 2020; Guy-Sheftall and Heath 1995; Howe 
and Bhule 2000; Messer-Davidow 2002; Wiegman 2002, 2012; Shane 
2020). In Women’s Studies: A Retrospective, Beverly Guy Sheftall (1995) 
carefully traces the history of WS by naming the civil rights movement and 
the emergence of Black studies in 1968–69 as pivotal for the field. And in 
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turn, Noliwe Rooks’s extensive research into the genesis of Black studies in 
White Money/Black Power points to two things that had an effect in laying 
the groundwork for the field: “First, during the period, students offered a 
profound critique of society’s handling of racial exclusion, and second the 
broad participation of white and brown college students in demands for an 
end to elitist and Eurocentric higher education was widespread” (2006, 4). 
As Rooks explains, while the first is well told, the second disrupts oversim-
plified narratives of singular struggle. By 1968, a coalition of student groups 
culminated their organizing efforts with a five-month strike, demanding 
“equal access to public higher education, more faculty of color, and a new 
curriculum that would embrace the history and culture of all people includ-
ing ethnic minorities” (Diaz n.d.). How things change is how they remain 
the same: all three of these interventions remain critical and important to 
transform higher education into the space it purports to be.

The emergence of Black studies at San Francisco State in 1968–69 
was the spark that would ignite the exponential growth of Black studies, 
women’s studies, and ethnic studies programs over the next decade. While 
this story captured national headlines, in the years preceding any program 
development, small groups of named pioneers and unnamed faculty (often 
adjunct and tenure-track) banded together to disrupt the “knowledge econ-
omy” of disciplines to offer individual classes on topics such as women and 
literature or Black history (Messer-Davidow 2002, 20). These were the foun-
dations, and collectively the little-known stories show us how students and 
faculty worked in solidarity to demand changes to curricula and practices 
in higher education as well as to build grassroots programming. As Rachel 
Corbman explores in her work, WS field formations did not occur exclu-
sively on college and university campuses. Conferences were places where 
scholar-student-activists actively engaged in contesting and broadening the 
contours of WS by “literally generat[ing] discourse” that attended to “racial 
politics and gender, sexuality, and LGBTQ+ identities” (Corbman 2019, 
2–3). Key publications, such as Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider (1984) and 
Moraga and Anzaldúa’s This Bridge Called My Back (1983) also emerged 
to shape the field.

Black studies, ethnic studies, and WS programs emerged alongside one 
another facing similar yet different institutional obstacles with their focus 
on race, gender, ethnicity, and class formations. Scholar-teacher-activists 
in each of these fields were warned their work was “only political,” their 
contributions would be “ignor[ed] as an academic area of study,” and their 
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careers in higher education would suffer (Moses 2000, 319). Undeterred, 
faculty forged ahead, creating discrete fields of study. With specific reference 
to inaugural WS programs, Guy-Sheftall in her introduction to Persistence 
Is Resistance: 50 Years of Gender, Women & Sexuality Studies (Shane 2020) 
names the 1970s as a decade for growing stand-alone programs, and the 
1980s as the decade of “‘mainstreaming’ Women’s Studies throughout estab-
lished curriculum” and the one during which “women of color began to 
critique both Women’s Studies and gender focused curriculum for their 
relative lack of attention to questions of race, ethnicity, class and cultural 
difference” (Guy-Sheftall 2002). Forty years later, the many early critiques 
of WS remain critical to organizing its institutionalization (Blea 1992; Cren-
shaw 1989; Davis 1981; García 1997; Guy-Sheftall 2008; hooks 1981; Hull, 
Bell-Scott, and Smith 1993; James et al. 2009; Lorde 1984; Moraga and 
Anzaldúa 1983).

Establishing a Women’s Studies PhD Program: Reflecting on Past Struggles
The growth of WS as a field and discipline within academia is reflected and 
cemented through the creation of W/G/S/F doctoral programs across the 
country. The University of Maryland, College Park, enrolled their first five 
WS PhD students in fall 2000; Saraswati was part of that first cohort. In this 
section, Saraswati invites three WS UMD professors, who were there to 
build the program, to reflect on their triumphs and struggles: Claire Moses, 
who at the time was the chair and graduate chair of the WS department, 
A. Lynn Bolles, and Ruth Enid Zambrana.2 This conversation is intended 
to help us better understand the conditions that made it possible for such 
a doctoral program to be established at that historical juncture and to be 
established as intersectional, interdisciplinary, and (to a certain extent) 
international from its very inception.

Ayu Saraswati (AS): First of all, I want to thank all of you for your will-
ingness to reflect back on the history of the PhD program in WS at UMD. 
These reflections will help us contextualize the emergence of WS as a 
field, and as a(n) (inter-)discipline that is built in conversation with other 
programs, like race/ethnic studies programs, and with activism around 
these intersectional issues. To start our conversation, could you please 
share with us how the PhD in WS program at UMD was approved? Were 
there any challenges that you experienced?
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Claire Moses (CM): By the time we proposed a PhD in WS, the ground-
work had been carefully laid. The hardest battles were all fought years/
decades before: the challenges of getting an initial certificate with 
a director and one department faculty; the challenges of getting the 
dean’s approval for three tenure-track faculty; the challenges that our 
department faced in competition for the additional hiring of women 
and persons of color that were available to all departments in the entire 
university; the challenges of adding a graduate certificate to the under-
graduate program; the challenge—once we had a core faculty tenured 
in the department of about six—of asking that we be recognized as a 
department (rather than a program); followed by the establishment of 
a BA, followed several years later by the MA and PhD.

Interestingly, the challenges were greatest for the earliest proposals. 
In contrast, the opposition to the PhD was quite limited. The university 
was obviously changing over the twenty years of our evolution—with 
more and more supporters, especially among administrators, over these 
years understanding and agreeing with feminist goals and understand-
ing the connection to the study of women. It also helped that most of 
our new faculty were hired at the senior level and had high intellectual 
achievements. That our faculty were individually so well respected—
their reputations were a real plus.

Remembering the challenges in the early years—through the time 
of the proposed BA—the most memorable opposition statement was 
“Women’s studies? What will we have next: dog studies?” But by the 
time our proposal for a PhD went to the faculty Senate for approval, 
the number of feminist faculty affiliated with our department and the 
campus-wide respect for our department far outweighed the opposition.

AS: What you said is really important, Claire. It helps me frame the 
struggles that we’re currently experiencing. Last year, we proposed to 
have a master’s degree at our university, but it was rejected. They cited 
the pandemic and budget issues as the reason. But what you said made 
me realize that we first need to build solid institutional support to be 
able to do this.

What about you, Ruth? How do you remember the creation of our 
PhD program?

Ruth Enid Zambrana (REZ): I was hired in 1999 by Professor Claire 
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Moses. She was thrilled to have me help her present the PhD proposal 
ready for Senate approval. She shared with me the WS history of devel-
opment, from being in a trailer as an office to moving to Woods Hall; the 
importance of developing scholars in the interdisciplinary field of WS to 
open new doors for women academics; unveiling key gender issues in 
the public discourse; introducing new and more inclusive ways of think-
ing, such as intersectionality and inclusion in history; and engaging in 
change and social justice for women and underrepresented minorities. 
She instructed me on all the nuances of our department’s growth and 
the field of WS so I could support and assist in presenting the rationale 
for the PhD program in the Senate along with Bonnie [Thornton Dill] 
and others. It was a powerful performance by the faculty, and it was 
approved without much revision.

Lynn Bolles (LB): Getting the PhD approved was a collaboration 
among the women, and a few men, who were part of the WS certificate 
and morphed into the PhD-builders. I remember we had lots of meet-
ings. At that time, it was with Clark (doesn’t exist now) and Emory.

AS: I think what Lynn said about collaborating with other universities 
holds true even to today. The National Women’s Studies Association 
(NWSA) holds a preconference for WS administrators, chairs, and direc-
tors so they can work together, as part of their annual conference. And 
last year, when I was chair of my department and we had experienced a 
bit of backlash when our BA program was recommended to be offered 
as part of an interdisciplinary studies major, I reached out to several WS 
departments, including UMD, to ask for advice. Everyone showed up 
and provided me with convincing data and strong support. We were 
able to ride out that storm.

I want to return to what Ruth mentioned earlier, that the program 
was imagined to be intersectional and interdisciplinary from the very 
beginning. Could you speak more about this?

REZ: Claire had a powerful vision of a field that would blend the human-
ities and the social sciences. . . . The curriculum drew both from the 
humanities and equally from the social sciences. The faculty was about 
50 percent humanities scholars and 50 percent social scientists. . . . 
Bonnie [Thornton] Dill built on that force and infused the teaching 
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and curriculum with intersectionality. Black feminist thought and social 
justice activism were also integrated into our intellectual community.

CM: The very early efforts to establish WS date to the early 1970s and 
were spearheaded by the few feminist faculty members who existed in 
a number of different departments. But it was their feminism and the 
model of recently established Black studies programs that inspired them. 
It was definitely intended to be interdisciplinary, but with a meaning that 
appears lost today. The mission of early WS was to transform the struc-
ture of the university and break the powerful department borders that 
secured the disciplines. Establishing a “program” that brought together 
faculty from multiple departments and creating a new whole was radi-
cal in its time; there really existed nothing like that at that time. Over 
time, much changed: the core grew and brought in its own faculty from 
multiple disciplines, and we never had control over hiring in the other 
departments and as a result, some WS-affiliated faculty left and were not 
replaced. The radical antidepartment structure reverted to the estab-
lished practice as we ultimately became a department. For many years, 
however, our department was interdisciplinary only so far as it included 
faculty whose research derived from different disciplines. The true 
creation of interdisciplinarity can really be dated to the establishment of 
the PhD and its truly interdisciplinary curriculum, and our training them 
to merge multiple disciplines in the research of the individual students.

The evolution of intersectionality is different. First of all, none of us 
used the term “intersectional” for decades. There were articles included 
in the earliest feminist anthologies (e.g., Liberation Now) that were 
written by Black women in the Welfare Rights Movement and a Black 
women’s reproductive rights group in New Rochelle, NY, that I was able 
to use—mostly with the intent of being inclusive of Black women’s expe-
riences (after all, I had been active in the civil rights movement in the 
1960s—most feminists of my generation had been). And there was some 
good writing to explain the split between Black radical women and the 
white-dominated feminist movement. (It was more white-dominated in 
the 1970s, by the way, than in the 1960s: just look at the racial diversity 
of the founders of NOW in 1966.) Being “inclusive,” however, was not 
quite the same thing as placing race (along with women) in the found-
ing of WS. “Women” and sexism were the founding of WS—and even 
early theoretical articles on “double jeopardy” saw feminism and racism 
as two separate forms of oppression.

Women’s Studies and Its Institutionalization as an Interdisciplinary Field
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The first important article that was theoretical (rather than a descrip-
tion of a particular Black women’s activism) was in the mid- to late 1970s: 
the Combahee River Collective article. The word “intersectional” was 
never used in that statement, but once the word came into existence, 
we could look back to it and see how the concept of intersectionality 
(although never named as such) was embedded there. Also, before the 
word “intersectional” was used, Bonnie [Thornton Dill] wrote an article 
calling for a new feminist activism and used the term “multiracial femi-
nism.” (Her earlier Center, which she had founded at Memphis State 
before coming to Maryland, was another example of her “multiracial 
feminism.”) The word “intersectional,” when it finally came into usage, 
always carried two meanings: the understanding of social construc-
tion of persons as a merging of multiple forms of identity that could 
not be separated out—in other words, intertwined rather than side-
by-side oppressions. Bonnie Dill’s term “multiracial feminism” was 
also absorbed into the new terminology, as “intersectional” was some-
times used for an activism that would address all forms of oppression 
in tandem with other social movements beyond the women’s move-
ment. (I cannot remember if intersectional was already used in the spate 
of articles and anthologies that flowed from the Anita Hill debacle—
but the concept was certainly spelled out in all.) And by the late 1990s, 
the term “intersectional” was consistently used within WS scholarship  
(and beyond).

LB: Don’t forget that we wanted to make a program that was inter-
disciplinary that reflected an international reality. We wanted graduate 
students to understand that WS and gender and women’s studies was 
not a leftover-from-woman’s-lib gesture but a more inclusive one.

REZ: That’s right. Debby Rosenfelt also mounted a wonderful WS 
summer curriculum to teach women in the U.S. and internationally 
about WS and intersectionality and its applications within different 
disciplines. The faculty developed a sense of community commitment 
through the annual summer institute.

AS: I remember the summer institute! I loved being the graduate assis-
tant for that program!

All of you mentioned the focus on race, and how it was crucial in 
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establishing the PhD program. Congratulations, by the way, on the new 
department name! I feel the new name, the “Harriet Tubman Depart-
ment of Women, Gender, and Sexuality Studies” truly reflects the 
long-time commitment of the department that focuses on the impor-
tance of race—the intersectionality of race and gender. Not many WS 
departments in the world offer a “Black women’s studies” minor, but you 
have been offering that as a joint program with African American stud-
ies since 2005! On your website, the department states that this name 
change is driven by your department’s desire to “live up to Tubman’s 
legacy” and her “commitment to women’s rights and universal suffrage,” 
as well as to reflect your “ongoing practices of challenging racism and 
gender-based discrimination in our teaching, research, and service. And 
it marks our understanding that our role as educators is not only to award 
degrees and credentials but to facilitate individual and collective trans-
formation.” I really admire that. Congratulations!

One of the PhD program’s four major fields is indeed called “Gender, 
Race, Racialization, and/or Diaspora Studies” (or, on the department’s 
website, it is listed as “Race and Racialization, Ethnic and Diasporic 
Studies, Black Feminist Thought and Intersectionality”). This was my 
major field! I believe that the program’s focus on race and racialization 
had a significant impact on me. I remember that when I applied to the 
program, I wrote that I wanted to study how the United Nations shapes 
the women’s movement agenda in Indonesia. But then, after taking 
Bonnie’s class, WMST 611: Power, Gender, and the Spectrum of Differ-
ence, I became intrigued by skin-whitening practices in Indonesia as a 
perfect site to analyze the intersectionality of race, gender, skin color, 
and beauty ideals. I ended up writing a dissertation and book on that 
topic. I feel that, had the WS program at UMD not been built in artic-
ulation with race and racial formation studies, I would not have shifted 
my focus to race, racialization, and racial formation in my research.

REZ: That makes sense. The department in developing the PhD program 
laid the foundation for its own birth, so to speak, in race and racial forma-
tion, history, and intersectionality, and with a strong humanities and 
social science interdisciplinary mix. . . . Bonnie was asked by Dr. Kirwan 
[president of UMD] to launch the Consortium on Race, Gender, and 
Ethnicity (CRGE) in 1999, and I joined her. Bonnie obtained fund-
ing for the CRGE Interdisciplinary Scholars Program (CRiSP), where 
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many WS students were trained on intersectionality. I do not remem-
ber how many students were funded by CRGE, but it was between  
eight and ten.

LB: If anything, what made our program so attractive to those who 
applied was the faculty members who illustrated the importance of racial 
identity, which was embodied not as a part of personhood but as an intel-
lectual challenge in the kinds of work we were doing.

AS: That’s true.
If I can go back to what Claire mentioned earlier, I want to highlight 

how the evolutions of interdisciplinarity and intersectionality that help 
us understand the evolution of WS as a field chart the moments when 
both practices (interdisciplinarity and intersectionality) have become 
the tools both to discipline and to define it as a discipline. What I mean 
by this is that at UMD, as part of its PhD in WS curriculum, students 
are asked to write “the second-year interdisciplinary paper.” Because 
all students have to write this interdisciplinary paper, interdisciplinar-
ity becomes a tool to “discipline” WS students. Of course, for me, if it 
weren’t because of this training, I would not have been an interdisciplin-
ary scholar. I am grateful for this.

But I think Claire is right that interdisciplinarity has and can become 
another method to produce knowledge but has lost its power to further 
dismantle “the master’s house.” WS is on track to become a discipline 
that produces theories and scholars who are absorbed into the increas-
ingly neoliberalized university and institution, rather than being a 
force that disrupts it and demands that the institution be more social 
justice–oriented. The methods and practices that were once imagined 
to revolutionize higher education may bring our feminist activist and 
social justice goals to an end. This worries me.

REZ: But we also need to remember that our department has also 
been engaged in a lot of movements and reshuffling, and in a process of 
anchoring its strengths to redefine itself. It is my expectation that WGSS 
will retain a commitment to interdisciplinarity and find its communal 
strengths across subdisciplines so as to define its unique positionality 
as a department and in the larger scholarly and social justice world of 
gender, women, and sexuality studies.
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AS: What a wonderful and hopeful note to end our conversation! Thank 
you!

Building and Sustaining a Small Program in a Small Place
The roundtable conversation in the previous section provokes this question: 
How does the fear of W/G/S/F being absorbed into the administration of 
the neoliberal university play out in the present moment? In this section, 
Shaw explores this question by focusing on the recent challenges and prac-
tices of the WGSS program at her small liberal arts college (SLAC).

In 2009, when Shaw arrived as a visiting assistant professor at Allegh-
eny College, WS had successfully turned a joint appointment into a line 
for the program, doing the hard, political work of solidifying its place on 
a small campus. It had become a major in the mid-1980s with a steering 
committee of dedicated feminist and queer faculty from across campus, 
and in the decade that Shaw has been there, the WS faculty line became 
a tenure-track position (and Shaw was awarded tenure), WS changed its 
name and curriculum to WGSS following a self-study, and most recently, 
it was named a department.

For all practical purposes, WGSS is successful—or at least success-
fully institutionalized—and the faculty and students maintain the field’s 
social justice roots within their classrooms. As a small program at a small 
college, our struggles resemble the ones that Guy-Sheftall articulated in 
2008: despite growth, “women’s studies is still institutionally fragile . . . they 
also have inadequate budgets and very little control over their curriculum 
because they depend on departmental courses and joint appointments . . . 
[and] in recent years [have faced] a tremendous backlash and tightening of 
resources” (110). With and despite these structural constraints, WGSS at 
Allegheny College has built strong faculty affiliations and curricular connec-
tions across campus and continues to work collaboratively with students 
and alumni.

Allegheny College is a predominantly white institution (PWI), a 
rural private SLAC that is a part of the Great Lakes College Association 
(GLCA). Similar to many of the thirteen colleges in the consortium, it is 
tuition-dependent, with a relatively small but growing endowment that faces 
a series of financial challenges in the midst of a pandemic, political chal-
lenges to the worth of a liberal arts education, and demographic changes. 
Its central mission has been to make accessible a solid liberal arts education 
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to first-generation and middle-income students regionally and nationally. 
While entering classes have varied over the years, roughly one-third of the 
student body is first-generation or low(er) income and receives substantial 
financial support through Pell Grants and college scholarships. Academi-
cally, every student is asked to major in a program in the humanities, social 
sciences, or sciences and minor in another division, as well as complete 
an independent senior thesis with a two-member faculty board. Interdivi-
sional programs such as WGSS, Black studies, and community and justice 
studies—all programs that share some of their course offerings and live in 
between the humanities and social sciences—may be combined with any 
major or minor. While WGSS enrollments in both the major and minor have 
been up and down over the years and often correlate to the emergence of 
new programs, the minors have been consistently high (ranging from seven-
teen to forty-five). The same has not been true for Black studies and what 
was previously called LGBT studies (both minors).

Metrics are our inheritance from the neoliberalization of colleges and 
universities, and our academic program’s existence is tied to “data-driven” 
administrative decisions. In an era defined by Trumpism that denigrates 
higher education and seeks to ban books (knowledge) and eliminate 
W/G/S/F studies, Black studies and critical race theory, and ethnic studies, 
administrative bodies are making calculations about what current middle 
school and high school students (and their parents or guardians) will want 
to pursue and pay for, while striving to maintain a robust liberal arts educa-
tion. The NWSA’s chairs meeting and preconference for chairs are some 
of its most crowded sessions, as we collectively address what is working 
for (small) programs to stay afloat, how W/G/S/F programs can get in 
front of consolidations and elimination, and how to be strategic within and 
not just struggle against administrative vision. All this casts the dye for the 
field to be disciplined (in the Foucauldian sense) because our existence and 
survival are inherently tied to what Dean Spade (2015) has named admin-
istrative violence.

Knowing that quantitative metrics matter, WGSS faculty at Allegheny 
College have strengthened their program in four substantive ways while 
providing students the curriculum and space to explore the revolutionary 
roots and routes within WGSS, queer studies, Black studies, trans studies, 
and disability studies. One way of doing this was to combine the WS and 
LGBT minor in 2014, with the respective steering committees agreeing that 
this would provide the best support for queer studies and its students on a 
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small, rural campus. With few students enrolled in the LGBT minor across 
many years, it faced elimination. Now, many students, including students 
of color who want to study or self-identify as queer, gay, lesbian, bi/pansex-
ual, nonbinary, genderqueer, and trans, have found homespace in WGSS, 
Black studies, and community and justice studies.

A second way the WGSS program at Allegheny has strengthened itself 
has been to embed its classes in distribution requirements and robustly 
enrolled programs (such as global health studies, environmental science and 
sustainability, and international studies). The third way has been by build-
ing shared required classes between Black studies and WGSS (e.g., Black 
Feminist Thought) and, hopefully soon, sharing their upper-level seminar 
requirement with social justice–oriented programs. And finally, WGSS at 
Allegheny has built solidarities, written grants, facilitated curricular insti-
tutes to share resources, and built a network with W/G/S/F programs 
throughout the GLCA.

With the downsizing of some institutions, as well as the retirement of 
many of the founding faculty, small programs in small places face similar 
struggles—as well as possibilities—as larger institutions (though on a differ-
ent scale). Connections, evolutions, affiliations, and solidarities have the 
potential to keep small W/G/S/F departments and programs from being 
fully consolidated or eliminated and may strengthen their antiracist and 
social justice offerings. In doing research for this piece, we are profoundly 
struck by how some of our contemporary concerns—such as maintaining 
and growing tenure-track lines and curricular offerings, as well as retain-
ing queer and trans faculty and faculty of color—echo those expressed by 
faculty working to secure WS forty to fifty years ago. In addition to sustained 
structural constraints, it seems what is missing in our contemporary moment 
is renewed student activism that can once again stand shoulder to shoulder 
with faculty to insist on the centrality of social justice programs regardless of 
enrollments and administrative metrics because W/G/S/F, Black studies, 
and ethnic studies are integral to a twenty-first-century liberal arts educa-
tion (Cole 2004).

By Way of Conclusion: From Predicament to Prediction
Thus far, we have laid out some of the predicaments and past and present 
struggles revolving around the institutionalization of W/G/S/F within 
higher education. This conversation would not be complete without 
contemplating the possible futures of the field.
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W/G/S/F has been built on interdisciplinarity and intersectionality. 
Conversations with the professors at the University of Maryland, College 
Park, provide us with history and evidence for how the WS doctoral 
program was created with these as foundations and with the goal of 
transforming the university structure and curricula. Since then, we have 
continued to expand and grow as a field in small and large institutions, 
even as we experience some challenges. We have been successful in teach-
ing sought-after courses that are part of the broader university curriculum 
(sometimes fulfilling university foundation or distribution requirements) 
and, as faculty members, serving on undergraduate and graduate students’ 
thesis or dissertation committees in other fields. Taken together, these are 
remarkable achievements, as they allow us to shape the kinds of work that 
students do and pursue after graduation, even when they do not major or  
minor in W/G/S/F.

However, we want to assert that although intersectionality, interdiscipli-
narity, and, later, transnationalism have defined the field, these interventions 
are no longer enough. We need more transformative and transgressive meth-
ods and theories that can revolutionize institutions of higher education. 
Thus far, we have been successful in producing works that employ differ-
ent and multiple disciplinary methods, making them converse with each 
other—the “inter-” in interdisciplinary. This certainly deserves a celebra-
tion, as we are able to challenge traditional boundaries. However, it then 
creates new ways of disciplining our scholarship. Our interdisciplinary work 
begins to look a lot like that produced in traditional disciplines. Certainly, 
producing intellectual work that is legible and acceptable for promotion 
and tenure is necessary if we are to continue to exist in academia, and citing 
feminist, queer, trans, and disabled scholars and scholars of color is a criti-
cally important and political intervention in scholarship. It is also time that 
we return to how and why WS, Black studies, and ethnic studies were estab-
lished in the first place, which was—as Moses, Rooks, and Guy-Sheftall have 
reminded us—to dismantle the master’s house of disciplinary boundaries 
and university structure.

We also need to remember that the longer W/G/S/F is part of the insti-
tution, the more pressures we face to fulfill the parameters of “success” 
that the university has set for us. This often necessitates translating our 
success into quantifiable measures of the number of majors, the number of 
student semester hours or enrollments in classes, the percentage of students 
scoring tenure-track and other prestigious positions, and other administra-
tive metrics. The stronger we feel the need to discipline ourselves and our 
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students to measure up to the university standards of success, the more 
W/G/S/F evolves to be just another discipline within the neoliberal univer-
sity. This is what is hurting us. We need to remember that the field is not 
simply striving to be departmentalized; it is part of a movement that is in 
solidarity with many other social movements (Wiegman 2012).

If we agree that we need to keep W/G/S/F tied to being an agent for 
social change, then, what needs to change? Certainly, we would like to frame 
this question as an invitation for all of us to come up with ideas, rather than 
a gateway to prescribing what to do. For us, the preliminary and first step 
involves poking at the disciplinary boundaries and thinking about other 
ways of doing and disseminating research. For instance, rather than doing 
interdisciplinary work by simply incorporating two or more different meth-
ods (e.g., interviews and archival research), can we transform each of the 
methods simultaneously? Can we conduct interviews by incorporating the 
body into the research? An example of this could be doing body mapping 
as a research method to transform our interview method (Coetzee et al. 
2019; Dew et al. 2018; Lys et al. 2018; Jager et al. 2016).

Not only the method, but also the research product (textbook, anthol-
ogy, academic article, etc.) itself needs to be transformed. Can we produce 
the kind of (non)writing that challenges academic conventions? For exam-
ple, Løchlan Jain’s work incorporates “visual arts as an ethnographic method 
of analysis and communication” ( Jain 2020). His most recent book, Things 
That Art: A Graphic Menagerie of Enchanting Curiosity (2019), was published 
by the University of Toronto Press under the ethnoGRAPHIC series. The 
series focuses on publishing “ethnographic research in graphic novel form.” 
It invites us to contemplate what our work can do when, rather than writ-
ten in an academic language understood by only a few, it is represented 
through images that help us all make sense of the world. Similarly, we might 
consider other public forms of writing that reach broader audiences (e.g., 
blogs, online articles, memoirs, and policy memos).

It is urgent, crucial, and critical that we find alternative, progressive, and 
transgressive ways to do our teaching and disseminate research. We need to 
move away from the conventional ways of thinking, writing, doing research, 
and delivering course materials. As communication studies scholar Devika 
Chawla (2011) reminds us, we desperately need to disinherit the writing 
skills we have learned in academia, especially when they keep the knowledge 
that we produce powerless in the face of the status quo. We therefore need 
to produce knowledge that connects our theories and praxis while centering 
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the politics of the everyday in a way that is impactful for the academic world, 
not only as separate from daily life but also as part of it. Podcasting, for exam-
ple, has made some of these interventions, though it is not (yet) valued in 
the same ways as citational writing practices.

We would like to end this essay by reflecting on what Moses cautions 
us about the future of W/G/S/F: 

Among the strong departments with multiple faculty and graduate degree 
programs, I foresee a future in which the departments remain unchal-
lenged. Among smaller programs, the threat is always there to dissolve these 
programs completely or to reorganize them into new entities along with 
other interdisciplinary programs. Even the latter worries me less, however, 
than the direction in WS scholarship that I see now and into the future. And 
that is a scholarship that is more and more a traditional discipline—with 
a discourse that is accessible only within the academic discipline. In other 
words, the strict borders of disciplinary departments that we once hoped to 
break down now encircle us as well. And worse, our disciplinary discourse 
cannot be understood outside the academy—sometimes not even among 
academics in other disciplines—and therefore no longer speaks to the needs 
of women. Pessimistically, I see a tragic split between the academic work 
of WS and feminist activism.

Moses’s words are powerful reminders that although we have indeed 
accomplished much in the fifty-plus years that W/G/S/F has been insti-
tutionalized in academia, we need to mindfully and strategically shift the 
direction of our field if we are to remain a force in academia and also have 
strong ties to feminist, anti-racist, and other contemporary social move-
ments. Can W/G/S/F departments be the conscience of the university, 
or are we only going to be conscious about our place in the institution and 
thus limit our ability to affect significant changes? It is important that we, 
as scholar-teacher-activists, ask ourselves daily: How are we serving the 
students without succumbing to and being exploited by the increasingly 
neoliberalized institution where we work? Are we serving the movement, 
or are we only serving our academic selves?
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Notes
 1.  We use “women’s studies (WS)” when referring to the early history of the 

field or programs that are named “women’s studies.” We recognize the nam-
ing variations since its early history and use women’s/gender/sexuality/
feminist studies (W/G/S/F) to capture the various iterations, acknowledg-
ing it may not represent all programs and departments. We also use “Black 
studies” and “ethnic studies” in recounting the early history of these fields, 
recognizing that they have similar but different community, intellectual, and 
institutional contexts that have also resulted in naming variations since the 
late 1960s.

 2.  We sent out questions via email, which they answered separately. In 
presenting the answers, we decided to reconstruct them as a roundtable 
conversation. To hold the integrity of their words, we sent the draft of this 
article to each of the three professors to make sure that we did not misquote 
or misrepresent them and to give them a chance to revise it as necessary.
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