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Gabriele Griffin
Women’s and Gender Studies —
The Quintessential Subject in Process

You may never be able to step into the same river twice but you may sure
feel the urge to. I feel that urge, sentimentally, nostalgically, when I go
back to feminist writings from the 1960s and 1970s, the beginnings of the
institutionalization of Women’s and Gender Studies in many Westem
European countries, because those writings have the energy of struggle,
passion, political investment and desire for change that I now often miss in
the heady cerebrations of feminist work of the 21 century. “We are older
now,” writes Adrienne Rich already in her poem “Splittings” in 1974:

We are older now

we have met before these are my hands before your eyes
my figure blotting out all that is not mine
I am the pain of division creator of divisions

it is I who blot your lover from you
and not the time-zones nor the miles

It is not separation that calls me forth but I
who am separation And remember
1 have no existence apart from you

We may be older, but we do connect to that work from the 1960s and
1970s in which Women’s and Gender Studies were born. One of the
excitements of that period and one of its key challenges was the need to
discover, produce and accumulate the knowledge necessary to develop the
disciplines called Women’s and Gender Studies. There was no canon, no
existent body of work, no critical or theoretical apparatus on which one
could readily draw — it all had to be made or found, and both the production
of new know-ledges about and by women, and the re-discovery of forgot-
ten knowledges, the archaeological projects that re-found Mary Wollstone-
craft, Simone de Beauvoir and Virginia Woolf, for example, but also
Olympe de Gouges, Anna Akhmatova and Christina Rossetti, engendered a
great sense of necessary activism and empowerment amongst Women's
Studies students and staff in western countries. There was, without
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question, a sense of a new dawn breaking and of women’s liberation, with
the energy derived from the feeling of embattlement and the possibilities
for transformation, fuelled by the adrenaline of action, translating into
enthusiastic activity, an urgency of purpose, and a new self-assertiveness
among at least some women. Of course, “woman” or “women” were not in
question then — sisterhood could still be imagined to be global and it was
possible for groups such as the Radicalesbians (1970) to make pronounce-
ments like “A lesbian is the rage of all women condensed to the point of
explosion.” (17) The sheer energy of such unwarranted assumptions —
crystallized in words and phrases such as “rage”, “condensed”, “the point
of explosion” — was thrilling, inspiring, worrying, in any event disturbing
and unsettling, demanding action and response. And respond we did.
Feminist action preceded and/or occurred simultaneously with feminist
knowledge production in the 1960s and 1970s, and much of that knowledge
production derived from the concerns that had driven women into the
streets, into civil rights movements and other forms of political activism.
When Women’s Studies first began, it was taught, at least in many
Western European countries, by women who were also activists and in
disciplines with significant numbers of female staff and students, such as
the arts, literature, history and sociology. Much of the early concemn of
Women’s Studies was focused on “presencing” women in those disciplines,
getting their forgotten works read in literature, getting their role in history
acknowledged, and interrogating their role in the family (Griffin 2006).
Much has changed since those early days which, in any event, were
experienced in somewhat different ways across the various European coun-
tries. The whole issue of whether Women’s Studies should become institu-
tionalized or remain an autonomous or extra-mural terrain was debated
very differently in the diverse European countries but impacted powerfully
on what happened to the discipline — and I know that some would argue
with the idea that Women'’s Studies is indeed a discipline (see Bowles and
Duelli Klein 1983; Hanmer 1991). In an EU-funded project we conducted
between 2001 and 2003 on “Women’s Studies Training, Women’s
Employment and Equal Opportunities” (www.hull.ac.uk/ewsi), we found
that the degree to which the women’s movement in a given country had
been supportive of the institutionalization of Women’s Studies or not was
an important factor in what happened to the discipline, which in any event
and already had to be set up in opposition to institutions and disciplines
- dominated by men whose very positions and privileges were being
challenged by feminism (Griffin 2005: 45-60). In countries such as the
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UK, with little state bureaucracy, a weak relation between state and educg.
tion, and no history of fascism, the institutionalization of Women’s Studies
was a relatively unproblematic process, not least because the women’s
movement was not anti-institutional. In Italy, on the other hand, the
women’s movement was strongly anti-institutional, with the consequence
that much feminist work was carried out extra-institutionally in the famoys
Milan Women’s Bookstore Collective, and by feminists working in the
media, and simultaneously it was difficult establishing Women’s Studies in
the academy. In France we have the paradoxical situation that as a country
it has produced some of the most widely renowned feminist theoreticians -
even if they are not all “home-grown” (we need only to think of Héléne
Cixous, Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray) — but these women notwithstanding,
Women’s Studies is not at all institutionalized or recognized. One major
reason, a reason that also applies to Finland where, however, Women’s
Studies has become somewhat more established than in France, is France’s
and Finland’s public discourse of égalité or of gender-neutrality which
makes it difficult to make demands on behalf of a particular group such as
women. If we are all meant to be equal, after all, why should we need
special provision for a particular group? In sum, as I have argued elsewhere
(Griffin 2005), the institutionalization of Women’s Studies has developed
unevenly across Europe and it has done so for a range of historical and con-
textual reasons.

The same cannot exactly be said as regards the development of a canon
of Women’s Studies work. In the 1970s and 1980s there was a period when
we still suffered a scarcity of material and any feminist book that came on
the market was eagerly adopted and consumed. In the UK, we all had the
same books on our bookshelves because they were, in fact, the only ones
one could get. But the situation has changed drastically over the past two
decades. The explosion of feminist research of the last twenty or so years,
which has gone hand in hand with the feminization of academe — we have
more women now than ever working in universities — and the concomitant
explosion of feminist publishing, has resulted in a wealth of material which
Wwe can now draw on. Paradoxically, that is despite this vast amount of ma-
terial, and simultaneously we have seen the emergence of a canon of work
in Women’s/Gender Studies.

We can speak of that canon in a number of different ways. At a
meta-discursive level we can argue that there are three areas of feminist

work that we now expect to see, and probably the world over, in Women's
Studies degrees, namely:

204




Feminist theory
Feminist methodology
Applied feminist research

By “applied feminist research” I here mean feminist research on topics
such as women’s health, women’s cultural production, development
studies, literary and historical feminist research etc., that is to say the broad
range of substantive issues that might be discussed in a Women’s Studies
course. In other words, I don’t use ‘applied’ here in opposition to ‘theoreti-
cal’ work but rather to refer to substantive areas of feminist investigation.
Once we drill down beneath these three meta-discursive levels —
feminist theory, feminist methodology, applied feminist research — we
begin to see the ways in which Women’s Studies courses around the world
are embedded in the local as well as the global, with all the specificities
that that implies (Griffin 2002a), including the uneven production and
distribution of knowledge, and the very different aspirations underlying
these. Such aspirations include, in many countries, and as part of a response
to the gender agendas of international funders and organizations such as the
World Bank, the World Health Organization, the International Monetary
Fund, the United Nations etc, the education at a tertiary level and the pro-
fessionalization of women, and their integration into the administrative
middle classes. The Asian Institute of Technology (2001) Women’s Studies
course, for instance, has as two of its objectives “to facilitate increased
participation of Asian women in professions in science, technology,
environment and resource management” and “to gain for women access to
the status and authority in the larger society that participation in techno-
logical planning and decision-making bring”. This is about the education of
a new ruling elite of professionals. Whilst one may well ask - and countries
such as many Eastern European ones but also China, for instance, serve as
counter-indicators here — how much actual access to status and authority
women's participation in technological planning and decision-making
brings', the aspiration articulated here is clear enough. It is also articulated
within a framework which sees this aspiration as firmly embedded in a
politics that connects the teaching in the university with the women's

' Significantly, the Moscow Center for Gender Studies (2001), an NGO, hgs as one of
its mission statements “withstanding sexism in the humanities, mass consciousness ?nd
social policies under the present conditions, with the growing tendencies to consider
women in the light of traditional role stereotypes™.
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movement and women’s activism outside of the academy. Thus Gender and
Development Studies within the Asian Institute of Technology has as 3
further objective “to contribute to empowering women at professional and
at grassroots level in Asia through gender sensitization and the extension of
scientific knowledge.” It places “high priorities” on “regional outreach and
extension activities™ and regards itself as “functioning as an academic arm
of community-based efforts for the advancement of women, equity-based
sustainable development and the environment.” I doubt that any Women’s
Studies program in a British university, for example, would describe jtself
in its publicity as “the academic arm of community-based efforts for the
advancement of women,” simply because that connection has become in-
creasingly tenuous. The mission of the Department of Women and Gender
Studies of Makerere University (2001), Kampala, Uganda is “to contribute
to the development of Uganda through ensuring that the gender component
is an integral part of the development process.” Its first objective, more
bluntly, is “to train a cadre of various backgrounds who will serve in
government, academic and non-governmental organisations, where they
will act as catalysts for change and will facilitate the integration of gender
in decision-making and policy formation.” The terminology may surprise -
again, I doubt that many north-western Women’s Studies courses would
use words such as ‘cadre’ — but the underlying intention is, again, very
clear: the program is committed to educating the administrators and profes-
sionals who will lead the country as “catalysts for change.” Similarly, the
Gender and Women’s Studies Graduate Program at the Middle East
Technical University in Ankara, Turkey (2001), has as one of its objective
“to train civil servants for institutions and departments dealing with gender
issues and problems.” Such aspirations inform Women’s Studies course
contents as part of international agendas which portray women as an under-
utilized resource”. Where countries have not developed their own literatures
in their own languages on the related topics, they are likely to adopt the
literature available elsewhere and in a language they are familiar with.
Recently, for example, I was contacted by a Japanese woman wanting to
set up a “Gender and Technology” course and asking about reading lists
and syllabuses that she could use. Such adoption of others’ curricula on the

2 . - .

Women are, in fact, not an under-utilized resource; portraying them as such depen('is
on the masculinist notion that only paid employment “counts” as utilization whereas, in
fact, women conventionally carry the double burden of all domestic labour as well as

significant amounts of other unpaid labour in the ‘employ” of their families and com-
munities.
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one hand facilitates the process of establishing such courses as well as giv-
ing them certain legitimacy, but on the other it may reduce the amount of
actual thinking that goes into working out what a relevant syllabus in one’s
own context might look like. This is clearly one of the dangers of such
adoption which itself, of course, contributes to canonization processes.

The word “canon” in academe is one that tends to be, certainly from the
point of view of many Western feminists, negatively invested, having al-
most invariably connotations of “dead white men”, “privilege”, fossiliza-
tion, exclusion, and stasis attached to it. As Virginia Woolf in A Room of
One’s Own (1929) made amply clear, it was canons that kept women out-
side the realms of knowledge both as objects and as subjects. The so-called
“canon wars” of the 1970s and 1980s in many Western European countries
were in no small part fought by feminists and contributed significantly to
the admission of women as subjects and objects into academe. However,
the negative connotations of the concept “canon” should not lead us to
dismiss out of hand or underestimate the value of a canon of feminist work.
First of all, it is a body of knowledge that has been established and can be
built on. Secondly, it means that we do not have to keep “re-inventing the
wheel” as we say in English — we now have some of the knowledge
Virginia Woolf found so sadly lacking in 1929, and we can and should
make use of these — but not uncritically. Thirdly, bodies of knowledge,
canons, have always served to legitimate disciplines and we should
acknowledge that it is on the backs of the canon or canons of feminist work
now available that many feminist degrees and research projects have been
founded, legitimated and recognized. We should not, in that sense, forget
“our mothers” or refuse to use the knowledge accumulated by them produc-
tively.

However, that is not to say that whatever canons of feminist work we
now have do not require that ingredient which has been so prominently
associated with feminist methodology, namely reflexivity (Harding 1987,
Oakley 2000, Signs 2005). One of the most important aspects of feminist
work since its inception has been its critical engagement with existing can-
ons, including and in particular its own bodies of knowledge. Feminism has
lacked the complacency that has tainted many traditional disciplines
through their unquestioning attitude towards their accumulated knowledge.
Feminism’s internal struggles and critical engagements during the 1980s,
for example, shifted us on from the notion of a universal sisterhood to one
of diversity politics. This is an intellectual and socio-emotional accom-
plishment which we should celebrate, since it demonstrates what I hold to
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be one of the key characteristics of Women’s Studies, namely its status as a
subject or discipline in process, rather than a fait accompli. We have strug-
gled, and continue to struggle, between ourselves as much as across the
gender divide — if I may use such essentializing vocabulary for a moment -
over the knowledge and insights we have produced, and that struggle itself
has resulted in major shifts within Women’s Studies over the past thirty
years.

These struggles have highlighted some of the limitations of contempo-
rary canons of feminist work for us. For instance: every woman doing
Women’s Studies now — and not only in the western hemisphere — will
know the name, if not the work, of Judith Butler. But how many of us, and
by ‘us’ here I refer to Western feminists, can name a Hungarian, or a Fin-
ish, or a Russian feminist academic writer? The canon of Women’s Studies
in western countries, such as it currently is, has very specific traits. It is
frequently Anglo-American dominated. Its focus has shifted and diversified
over time, moving, for example, from the more activist and empirical to the
more theoretical. Where once in the West we had courses on “Women and
Health” or “Women and Literature,” we now tend to have courses on
“Gender, Body, Technology” or “Gender and Culture,” also known as “the
cultural turn” in the social sciences. These changes become very evident
when one teaches Women’s Studies students from other countries. Here is
what one Indonesian Masters student on a Women’s Studies course in the
UK in 2002 said, talking about her surprise at the curricutum she was con-
fronted with:

Indonesia is still struggling with education, with poverty, with working conditions
and some things like that . .. and [in Women’s Studies in Indonesia there’s always]
discussion about poverty, inequality, marriage, how Indonesia is . . . in the
classroom [in the UK] we don’t talk about tha t . . . wetalk about self-identity and
things like that that we haven’t the laxity at home to talk about . . . there’s a lot of
self-indulgence . . . (Griffin andHanmer 2003)

What this student identified was in a sense a trend in certain Women’s
Studies curricula, particularly in Northern and Western European countries,
and much influenced by Anglophone agendas, towards a culturalization of
Women’s Studies, away from certain material conditions that shape
women’s lives and towards what one might describe as sublimated know-
ledge. The Indonesian student on this postgraduate degree was left with the
impression that poverty, working conditions, and education are all no

208




longer issues for or in Women’s Studies but this is clearly not the case. We
know that the material conditions of women across all European countries
remain worse than those of men. We know all about the class ceiling, the
pay gap, the poverty trap, the uneven distribution of wealth, and domestic
and care labour across the sexes. National labour surveys and OECD statis-
tics endlessly parade these realities before us. We know it and, I would ar-
gue, it has become the mantra of a certain kind of experience of disempow-
erment, a sort of midlife crisis in Women’s Studies in some of the countries
where Women’s Studies was established very early. My own view is that
this sense of disempowerment and a concomitant retrenchment into certain
kinds of highly theorized research is the result of the gradual divorce of
Women’s Studies from the grassroots movement and political impetus that
had once fuelled its very inception. The conservative politics of the 1980s
in the UK, for example, which through legal changes forced a division be-
tween campaigning and service work in charitable organizations, heralded
a depoliticization of certain NGOs whose funding was threatened should
they pursue campaigning, that is political, work (Griffin 1995). The sense
of that divorce between activism and the academy which is quite wide-
spread in north-western Europe was also reinforced in our research project
on “Women’s Studies and Women’s Employment” by, for instance, the
views of two Hungarian interviewees. One of them described her experi-
ence of the relation between the academy and activism as follows:

Academic life is separate from activist life. And as I see it . . . there are some who
see it as an opportunity to get money from abroad, and build their own careers. It
doesn’t occur to them to spread this, and involve others. On the contrary, if they in-
volve others, they might be a danger to their own advancement. (Juhasz 2003: 15)

The other stated: “[Women’s Studies has] very little to do with activism ...
There are no professors who are interested in this.” (Juhasz 2003: 14). And
a Spanish student who had been active in women’s groups thought that
doctoral training should focus on theory:

[The active and practice aspect] you must do that later on your own. The place for
activism, for street action, is not the doctoral. The relationship between women’s
groups and the doctoral could be a good thing, but I approached feminism from the
groups, and through the street, and then 1 got into theory. So 1 have both points of
view and connecting them is easy for me. Of course, it's true that what you read in
the books is one thing and what we experience every day as women is another. 1

209



know both things and 1 don’t think that the doctoral is the place to work on the daily
life issues; there are other places for that. If the doctoral goes into the streets, then
where are you going to learn the theoretical framework? You can’t go to a women's
group with theoretical issues because they won’t understand you, but you can use
what you have learnt and apply it to that specific situation. ... For me it was more
like: ‘that theory is very good, let’s see now what it means in real life’ (Carrera
Suarez and Vinuela Suarez 2003).

As 1 have maintained elsewhere (2002a: 22-3), this divorce between
activism or a politicized grassroots movement, necessary and perhaps
inevitable as it may have been, has resulted in the emergence during the
late 1980s and early 1990s of two types of female, no longer always
feminist, professionals: academics teaching Women’s Studies and paid
women NGO workers whose preoccupation has increasingly turned to, and
maybe has had to turn to, questions of their professional identity, that is to
their (self-)legitimation in changing and increasingly politically muted
professional contexts.

This process has, in the context of academe, been fuelled by the increas-
ing bureaucratization of higher education, born out of the “accountability-
for-public-funds” drive that became prominent in the 1990s on the one
hand, and, more recently and more trenchantly in some European countries,
the Europeanization, or harmonization, or convergence of the so-called
European Higher Education Area through the Bologna process, officially
begun in 1999 with Bologna Declaration, on the other. The background to
this process is important. Its underlying agenda is two-fold:

1) to create a knowledge-based society in an age when Europe, depleted of
manufacturing industries and with a highly paid industrial labour force,
can, by and large, no longer compete on the international markets with
the cheap labour available in China, India and Africa, and therefore
needs to underpin its growth and competitiveness by moving into dif-
ferent kinds of production from the traditional industrial ones;

2) the recognition of the “importance of education and educational
co-operation in the development and strengthening of stable, peaceful
and democratic societies. .. paramount, the more so in view of the situa-
tion in South East Europe.” (Bologna Declaration) which goes together
with the development with Europe’s cultural dimensions.
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The Bologna process, to which interestingly not only European Union
members but many non-member countries such as Switzerland and Monte-
negro, for example, have eagerly subscribed, requires as you all know, inter
alia, the restructuring of higher education curricula into 3-cycle degrees (3
yrs Bachelor; 2 yrs Masters; 3 yrs PhD); the labour-market orientation of
first cycle; and a streamlined system of quality assurance of higher educa-
tion. Since 2000, most European countries have thus suddenly acquired
quality assurance agencies of various kinds, and, increasingly we are seeing
across Europe both the auditing of degrees and the auditing of research in a
bid to claim scientific excellence vis-g-vis the rest of the world through a
variety of assessment regimes. Indeed, the Bologna process and the
creation of the European Higher Education Area have gone hand in hand
with the creation of the so-called European Research Area, emblematized
by current discussions about a European Research Council and the so-
called ERA-Net initiative by the European Commission, an initiative in-
tended to get national research councils across Europe to develop common
agendas and research programs. Both Bologna and the development of the
European Research Area have a powerful agenda of convergence, a con-
vergence achieved through, for example, the internationalization of audit
processes (having international reviewers involved, for example) through
whom a creeping and convergent education and research agenda at global
level is beginning to emerge. For instance, if one looks at research council
and research funder agendas across the world, one can see that the same re-
search topics are top of the list everywhere from Australia, through Europe,
to the United States of America: security; nanotechnology; migration. We
are thus beginning to see a convergence of research agendas on the one
hand, and, in a not dissimilar way, we are seeing a convergence of teaching
agendas, driven as I've just said not least by the way in which contempo-
rary audit culture encourages comparison across countries and thus — in the
bid for ‘recognition” — drives us towards greater and greater similarity in
terms of teaching content.

There is another factor which comes into this process: the European
Union’s mobility agenda. Since English has become the global lingua
franca, and given that the Bologna process as well as a whole range of
other European funded teaching and research programs are designed to
increase mobility within and into Europe including the attraction of third-
world scholars, European universities in both East and West are increas-
ingly driven towards delivering syllabuses in English, and if their own
scholars have not published in English, the easy thing to do is to use others’
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texts published in English. In Germany, for example, researchers who want
to apply for “Centre of Excellence” status now have to apply in English -
they cannot write these applications, although they are to a German funding
body, in German.

In this process, feminist academics rarely have time to sit back and ask,
what kinds of knowledge do we want to transmit to our students and what
sorts of knowledge do we want to produce? However, it is precisely these
questions that we need to ask if we want to maintain the critical role that
Women’s Studies as a discipline has played in its relation to institutions, to
knowledge production, and to women’s situation in the world. These were
indeed some of the questions we asked ourselves when Rosi Braidotti and
I, together with a dozen or so European feminist academics, embarked on
the project that turned into our book Thinking Differently — A Reader in
European Women's Studies (2002b). We were very aware at the time of
how much Women’s Studies was dominated by Anglo-American agendas.
I think two points need making in connection with this:

1) that feminist publishing started relatively early in the UK and the USA
and, moreover, that the UK and the USA have the largest number of
publishing houses and publish the largest number of different titles -
these are two important reasons why that agenda became so dominant;
and

2) that the USA in particular has to date the largest education market in
the world which is why publishing in English-speaking journals and
with UK and US publishers remains such an important driver in the
academy.

These are, if you will, some of the market realities that have determined the
dominance of the Anglo-American feminist agenda in many countrics.
However, those realities should not deter us from the critical interrogation
of the appropriateness of that dominance. One of the questions that we
asked when we did the European Women’s Studies Reader was what is
specific about European Women’s Studies — note the emphasis here on
“European” as opposed to narrower, more specifically national versions of
Women’s Studies. In discussing this question, “What is specific about
European Women’s Studies?” one of the key differences between Europe
and the United States and Japan that we focussed on is Europe’s fundamen-
tally unstable nature, its uncertain identity, its status — politically, economi-
cally, culturally and geographically as - if you like — the quintessential sub-
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ject-in-process, always becoming, never just being. For unlike Japan and
the United States, Europe has not enjoyed stable structures either politically
or economically. Unlike the USA, we have experienced not only terrorism
but also recent wars, such as in Northern Ireland and in the Balkans, on our
own territories. We also have the current ructions about which countries
and under which conditions should join the European Union, the question,
is Turkey more eastern than western, for example, different positions on the
war in Iraq. These and other major issues and differences across the various
countries that make up Europe are indicative of the divisions that exist
among and within the countries that consider themselves European. In de-
veloping the volume Thinking Differently: European Women's Studies we
_ that is the academics who contributed to it — therefore started from the
recognition that Europe as an entity, politically, culturally, geographically,
is significantly different from the United States and indeed from Japan, the
two main nations that the European Union sees itself as competing with,
because Europe, an unstable entity, consists of nation-states, manifesting
high degrees of internal diversity, poly-lingualism and multiculturalism.
This gives rise to all sorts of different experiences and life practices
regarding women and gender relations, which might usefully be reflected in
Gender Studies curricula. For instance, under the heading “Identity, Sub-
jectivity and Difference,” we focus on the fact that Europe, in contrast to
the United States, has extended recent histories of war on its own soil. We
argue that a certain version of Europe, evidenced in the resurgence of ma-
cho nationalism and patriarchy in the eastern states, belongs to men. This is
linked to the decreasing participation of women in the public sphere in
post-1989 Eastern European countries, in the erosion of their rights there,
and in the increasing liminality that women as carriers of national cultural
experience in states that are themselves liminal to Europe. Here we have
some of the differences that might emerge between European Women’s
Studies agendas and Anglo-American ones.

Difference and instability are key to understanding not only the
construction of Europe but also, for example, the issue of how race and
ethnicity function in Europe, since these are not predicated upon the binary
of visible difference — black and white — as it is configured in the United
States but, equally murderously and more complexly, upon the visibiliza-
tion of a difference that is not visible. The issue of “othering” one’s
neighbour, prominent as much in the Holocaust as in the ethnic cleansing
that dominated the Balkan wars of the 1990s, is eminently, though not
exclusively, European. It raises questions, discussed in Thinking

213



Differently, of the role of feminism in anti-Semitism, for example, and
about how different ethnic and racial groups are constructed in the Euro-
pean imaginary, and treated in actuality. Here one needs to consider the dif-
ference between the idea of the “melting pot” as it figures in the United
States, compared to the very different ways in which each European coun-
try deals with its immigrants, and with the ways in which whiteness, asso-
ciated with nationalist politics and eugenics, figures in the European imagi-
nary.,

Finally, and as a last example of some of the ways in which European
Women’s Studies might be different from the Anglo-American agenda, |
want to mention the issue of research on violence against women. In Think-
ing Differently, we argue for the recognition of violence against women
operating differently in diverse contexts, and in particular for the need to
understand such violence not only within stable — as is usually the case in
Anglo-American feminist research — but also importantly within unstable
societies, societies that live, as one woman from Russia put it to me, in
countries where there is “no war, no peace.” Jalna Hanmer (2002), for in-
stance, talks of “badly lived heterosexuality” to foreground the issue of sta-
tioning military personnel in proximity to civil communities and the impact
these bases have on such communities. As Europe moves towards enlarge-
ment, and under current global political conditions, we need to develop 2
much more sophisticated understanding of violence in un/stable, even if
highly developed, societies.

The point I want to make with these examples, and they are just a few,
is that whilst the canon of Women’s Studies, such as it is, provides useful
knowledges and bases for the legitimation of the discipline of Women’s
Studies, it needs to be tailored to the specificities that inform our local
situations. This means engaging in research and producing the work that
will offer us insights into our situations, and the priorities that inform these.
Such priorities might not be issues of queer theory and transgender, for ex-
ample, or cybernet identities, but instead may be about the interface be-
tween the notion of “societies in transition” and women’s situation within
these; it may be about gathering data on how women manage under differ-
ent political regimes; it may be about the role of religion in public life and
its impact on women, and so on. The point is that Women’s Studies, if it is
to maintain its transformative agenda, should remain responsive to
women’s situation, both within the local and in the global context. That
will mean both utilizing the accumulated knowledge we already have — the
canon if you like — but critically, and producing new knowledge, relevant
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to current concerns and preoccupations. This, in my view, is the attitude
with which we should approach what canon there is of feminist work:

 refuse these givens the splitting
between love and action I am choosing
not to suffer uselesslyand not to use her
I choose to love this time for once
with all my intelligence
(Adrienne Rich, ‘Splittings’ 1974)
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