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Preface

An introductory course is perhaps the most chal-
lenging women’s studies course to conceptualize
and teach. Depending on their overall goals for the
course, instructors must make difficult choices about
what to include and what to leave out. Students come
into the course for a varicty of reasons and with
a range of expectations and prior knowledge, and
most will not major in women'’s studies. The course
may fulfill a distribution requirement for them, or it
may be a way of taking one women'’s studies course
during their undergraduate education out of a per-
sonal interest to broaden their knowledge of women's
lives. For women'’s studies majors, the course plays
a very different role, offering a foundation for their
area of study.

Several factors related to the wider university
setting and societal context also shape women'’s stud-
ies in the late 1990s. There is increasing awareness
of the difficulties of what it means for mainly White
instructors to teach about the broad diversity of
women'’s experiences in the United States. Women's
studies programs continue to build their reputations
in terms of academic rigor and scholarly standards.
Outside the academy, a range of economic changes
and government policies have made many women'’s
lives more difficult in the United States—a loss of
factory and office work as jobs continue to be moved
overseas or become automated; government failure
to introduce a health care system that will benefit
everyone or to introduce an adequate system of
childcare; cuts in Aid to Families with Dependent
Children and other welfare programs; greater re-
striction of government support to immigrants and
their families; and a dramatic increase in the num-

ber of women now incarcerated compared with a
decade ago.

This text started out as two separate readers that
we used in our classes at Antioch College (Gwyn
Kirk) and San Francisco State University (Margo
Okazawa-Rey). Serendipitously, as it seemed at the
time, we were introduced to each other by a mutual
friend. We began to talk about our teaching and dis-
covered many similarities in approach despite our
very different institutional settings. We decided to
take what we thought were the best parts of our
readers and combine them into a book that would
work for an introductory course.

What We Want in an Introductory
Women'’s Studies Book

Several key issues concern us as teachers. We want
to present a broad range of women'’s experiences
to our students in terms of class, race, culture, dis-
ability, age, and sexual orientation. We assume that
hierarchies based on these factors create systems of
disadvantage as well as systems of privilege and that
women’s multiple positions along these dimensions
shape our life experiences in important and unique
ways. Although the national discourse on race, for ex-
ample, is presented in Black/White terms, we want
teaching materials that do justice to the diversity and
complexity of race and ethnicity in this country. We
also want materials that address the location of the
United States in the global economy. Students need
to understand the economic forces that affect the
availability of jobs in this country and elsewhere.
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They also need to understand the significance of U.S.
dominance abroad in terms of language and popu-
lar culture, the power of the dollar and U.S.-based
corporations, and the prevalence of the U.S. military.

In our introductory courses, we both included
some discussion of theory because a basic under-
standing of various theoretical frameworks is a
powerful tool not only for women’s studies courses
but for other courses students take. Another shared
concern we have is women'’s activism. As women’s
studies has become more established and profes-
sionalized, it has tended to grow away from its roots
in the women’s liberation movement, a trend that
greatly troubles us. As we talked about our own lives,
it was clear that we both value our involvements in
political movements. This activism has taught us a
great deal and provided us with vital communities
of like-minded people. Currently, there are myriad
women’s activist and advocacy projects across the
country, but many students do not know about them.
In our teaching, we make it a point to include ex-
amples of women’s activism and urge students to
think of themselves as people who can make a dif-
ference in their own lives and in the world around
them. Much of the information that students learn
in women’s studies concerning the difficulties and
oppression of women'’s lives can be discouraging.
Knowing about women’s activism can be empow-
ering, even in the face of daunting realities. This
knowledge reinforces the idea that current inequal-
ities and problems are not fixed but have the poten-
tial to be changed.

Linking Individual Experiences
to National and International
Trends and Issues

We are both trained in sociology. We have noticed
that students coming into our classes are much more
familiar with psychological explanations for behav-
ior and experience rather than structural explana-
tions. They invariably enjoy first-person accounts of
women’s experiences, but a series of stories, even
wonderfully insightful stories, leaves us unsatisfied.
In class, we provide a context for the various issues
students study. Taking a story about a woman with
cancer, for example, we add details about how many

women in the United States have cancer, possible ex-
planations for this, the effects of age, race, and class
on treatment and likelihood of recovery. The over-
view essay for each chapter provides some broader
context for the personal accounts. We have tried to
integrate the many aspects of women'’s lives. We
abandoned our earlier sections on aging and disabil-
ity in favor of threading these aspects of women'’s
experience through each chapter. We’ve included
readings that reflect the complexity of women'’s
identities, where the authors wrote, for example,
about being Chinese American, working-class, and
lesbian in an integrated way. We added a section on
crime and criminalization in response to the great
increase in women caught up in the criminal justice
system in the past decade, and added a chapter on
women and the environment.

Challenges for the Twenty-First
Century: Security and Sustainability

We find ourselves thinking about the challenges fac-
ing women and men in the twenty-first century:
challenges concerning work and livelihood, per-
sonal and family relationships, violence on many
levels, and the fragile physical environment. These
issues pose major questions concerning the distrib-
ution of resources, personal and social values, and
the definition of security. How is our society go-
ing to provide for its people in the years to come?
What are the effects of the increasing polarization
between rich and poor in the United States and be-
tween rich and poor countries of the world? Genuine
security —at personal, community-wide, national,
and planetary levels —is a key issue for the future,
and, similarly, sustainability. These themes of secu-
rity and sustainability provide a wider framework
for the book.

As teachers, we are concerned with students’
knowledge and understanding, and beyond that,
with their aspirations, hopes, and values. One of our
goals for this book is to provide a series of lenses that
will help students understand their own lives and
the lives of others, especially women. The second
goal is that, through this understanding, they will be
able to participate in some way in the creation of a
secure and sustainable future.
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We have chosen each other

and the edge of each other’s battles

the war is the same

if we lose

someday women’s blood will congeal

upon a dead planet

if we win

there is no telling

we seek beyond history

for a new and more possible meeting.
— AUDRE LORDE
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