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In 1968 the first feminist periodicals associated with the second wave of U.S. feminism 

appeared in the United States, and by 1973 over five hundred different feminist newsletters, 

newspapers, and literary journals had been published. Although these periodicals often had erratic 

publication schedules and rarely ran more than a few years, their proliferation during this time 

period shows that publishing was vital to the women’s liberation movement. Not only did 

periodicals create a space for women to describe experiences, develop theories, debate politics, 

and exchange ideas, they also connected women through their circulation, producing an imagined 

community of feminists at local and global scales.  

Free Our Sisters, Free Ourselves: Locating U.S. Feminism through Feminist Periodicals, 

1970-1983 examines the U.S. feminist movement through the production and consumption of 

feminist newsletters and newspapers. Focusing on periodicals published in five cities (New 

Orleans, Louisiana; Northampton, Massachusetts; Cambridge, Massachusetts; Iowa City, Iowa; 

and Los Angeles, California), this dissertation tracks the circulation of ideas to explore how 

feminism as a collective identity was produced and reproduced. Based on archival research 

throughout the country and an analysis of the circulation and repetition of language and images as 

well as on the effects of modes of periodical production, this dissertation draws from a wide 
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range of literatures, including history, sociology, geography, cultural studies, visual studies, and 

history of the book, as well as from feminist theories about power and identity. I argue that during 

the 1970s feminist periodicals were vital to the production not just of feminism’s present and 

presence but also of feminism’s past and future. Periodicals additionally contributed to the 

discursive and material existence of the women’s liberation movement, allowing feminism’s past, 

present, and future to be imaginable as well as physically locatable.  
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Introduction 

 

Zines were my first love. Zines, pronounced zeenz, are handmade, cut-and-paste, noncommercial, 

energetic, publications created for fun, as a hobby, or to support political projects, and are not for 

profit. My master’s thesis analyzed an activist zine community in Tucson, Arizona, a project that 

involved interviewing people who made zines and reading the zines they made and read. This 

involved photocopying their zine collections (often making photocopies of photocopies of 

photocopies) and reading texts that covered a dizzying array of topics and genres. The politics of 

male body hair, menstruation, the rights of youth who have been in mental institutions, 

anticapitalism, sex, and the connections between  universities and the prison industrial complex 

were placed alongside interviews with musicians and artists, parodies of popular and everyday 

culture, found texts, love letters, comics, recipes, and other DIY (do-it-yourself) instructions. 

While working on this project I wondered what kinds of nonmainstream activist publications 

existed before zines. In particular I wanted to locate feminist publications that circulated under 

the radar of popular media and that might fit into the DIY ethic. Sitting in the University of 

Arizona library, running through rolls of microfilm I came across four different feminist 

periodicals published in the 1970s: Ain’t I a Woman? from Iowa City, off our backs from 

Washington DC, Rat from New York City, and It Ain’t Me, Babe from Berkeley. Despite the 

forty years separating these publications from zines, they had a similar energy and affect. The 

authors were angry, they were trying to imagine and produce alternative ways of seeing and 

living in the world, and they published to call attention to injustice not to make a profit. In 

addition, these publications were grappling not only with gender but also with the complexities of 

race, class, sexuality, and globalization in a way that belies the dominant narratives about 

feminism in the 1970s. These publications captivated me, but they were not incorporated into my 

interrogation of zine production and consumption. 
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What I found most interesting about zines is the way that people consumed them based 

on their knowledge and assumptions about how they were produced. One zine maker I 

interviewed commented, “I’ve never seen a zine where I was like, ‘Where did this come from? 

Did a robot make this?’  Even ones that look like magazines, they’re still—the writing in them, 

the way the pictures are presented—it just seems more personal.”2 The same sentiment was 

articulated in other interviews and in secondary sources, suggesting that a significant part of what 

makes a publication a zine is the mode of its production (Gross 1995; Duncombe 1997, ch. 4 and 

1999; Blok and Carlip 1998, xxi; Wright 2001).3 Zines come in all shapes, sizes, colors, and 

degrees of artfulness, and engage all sorts of topics, yet for many readers and zinesters the most 

important characteristic is that it is connected in a tangible way to its producer and is the result of 

a particular kind of labor. My dissertation has in many ways been inspired by this observation and 

the concomitant question: how does the mode of a text’s production shape the ways in which it is 

consumed and made meaningful? 

To address this question I returned to those feminist newspapers produced in the 1970s. I 

track the formation of feminism as a collective identity through the movement of ideas through 

these periodicals ultimately arguing that the production and survival of feminism depends on its 

ability to reproduce itself—to reproduce political and cultural spaces—through time. In other 

words, in addition to sustaining its politics through ideas and affect, feminism needs to be 

locatable. It needs a where. Whether the women’s center, the domestic abuse shelter, the phone 

book, the kitchen table, the demonstration, or the newsletter, spaces of feminism must be 

                                                           
2 Interview with Sabin, March 8, 2003, Tucson, AZ. 
3 Lane, another zine maker I interviewed describes the qualities that make something a zine: “It’s 

personal.  It hasn’t gone through filters of editing.  Bureaucratic editing.  I think a zine should feel 
immediate; it should be small-scale, an intimacy to it” (Interview with Lane, February 27, 2003, 
Tucson, AZ).  Rosemary concludes that “I guess you just have to tell that somebody made it. Whereas 
with a book or a magazine, or something like that, it looks—you can’t tell that there’s people behind it. I 
guess that’s the thing for me” (Interview with Rosemary, March 2, 2003, Tucson, AZ). And according to 
Lydia, “I think it’s about the labor—it’s got to be about the labor” (Interview with Lydia, March 10, 
2003). 
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accessible to movement insiders and those who may become movement insiders, and they must 

believe that these spaces will exist in the future.  

Scholars have recently investigated facets of feminist publishing such as feminist presses 

and bookstores, yet with few exceptions the production, distribution, and consumption of 

periodicals have remained marginal to studies of U.S. feminism. Additionally, studies of feminist 

organizing rarely interrogate activism in relation to processes of feminist publishing. Bringing 

together these strands of scholarship through the field of history of the book, my research is 

propelled by the interrogation of what the life cycle of a feminist periodical reveals about the 

theories and practices of U.S. feminism. To this end I conduct close readings of feminist 

periodicals, but I also examine their physical materiality. In particular I consider editorial policies 

of feminist collectives and their decision-making structures, the technologies of periodical 

production, other practices such as reprinting articles and images from other newspapers, and 

methods of and obstacles to distribution. This approach illuminates what enabled some ideas to 

travel more widely than others and why some individuals or events became symbolic of a 

national and international movement; they also reveal how collectives’ ideas about feminism 

changed as they produced different issues of a periodical. My scholarship also diverges from 

most histories of U.S. feminism by looking at the materials of feminism in conjunction with the 

discourses and ideologies and asking how ideas are materialized. I thus offer an innovative 

methodology for studying not just feminism but a wide range of social movements. Although 

social movements have different structures, objectives, access to resources, and means of 

communication, each formulates a collective identity that has spatial and temporal characteristics. 

Therefore, attention to space and time—particularly what materials and ideas are repeated 

through space and time—can be employed in understanding social movement dynamics more 

broadly. 

 

Which feminism? 
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In addition to moments in the archive that have become points of origin, this dissertation 

developed in relation to the discourses about the second wave of U.S. feminism.4 Despite the 

contestation around the wave metaphor, I use the term “second wave” purposefully here, for it 

gets invoked often to produce a very specific kind of feminism. Consider the often-cited 

introduction to To Be Real by Rebecca Walker, in which she produces second wave feminism as 

an ideology that does not allow “individuality, complexity, or less than perfect personal histories” 

and that “will dictate and regulate our lives, instantaneously pitting us against someone, forcing 

us to choose inflexible and unchanging sides, female against male, black against white, oppressed 

against oppressor, good against bad” (1995, xxxiii). Or the following email to the F-word 

website, which is affiliated with London Thirdwave Feminists: “Second wave theories never sat 

comfortably with my own brand of radical, leftist, feminist, queer activism. Third wave is much 

more open to the challenge of overlapping and interlinking concerns” (cited in Dean 2009, 339). 

Further accentuating this contrast, context is used to shape the different narratives of second and 

third wave feminism (Karlyn 2003, par 5; Dean 2009, 338). As Dicker and Pipemeier write, “we 

no longer live in the world that feminists of the second wave faced” (2003, 10); rather, “the third 

wave consists of those of us who have developed our sense of identity in a world shaped by 

technology, global capitalism, multiple models of sexuality, changing national demographics, and 

declining economic vitality” (14). In other words, because politics and epistemology do not 

                                                           
4 Although scholars and activists articulate the meanings of the terms “second wave feminism” and “third 

wave feminism” in disparate fashion, there is general consensus that the terms are meaningful and 
describe some kind of reality. Rebecca Walker’s seminal statement “I am not a post-feminist feminist. I 
am the third wave” (1992, 41) and Kathleen Rowe Karlyn’s claim that “in Third Wave feminism, 
popular culture is a natural site of identity-formation and empowerment, providing an abundant 
storehouse of images and narratives valuable less as a means of representing reality than as motifs 
available for contesting, rewriting and recoding” (2003, par. 21), make clear that the third wave exists as 
a political and epistemological formation. Rarely will the existence of the third wave be questioned, 
although its relation to the second wave is more problematized. Rory Dicker and Alison Pipemeier in 
the introduction to their anthology Catching a Wave: Reclaiming Feminism for the 21st Century ask, “is 
the third wave actually an independent entity—a movement with its own identity?” This question is part 
of their refusal to concede that “the second wave is over and done with” (20). They are unequivocal, 
nevertheless, that this book is about the third wave, and they construct the second wave as a coherent 
entity by unreflectively describing Robin Morgan as a “second wave feminist activist” (21). 
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develop and are not practiced in a vacuum, it makes sense to conclude that feminist activism in 

the 1970s would differ from feminist activism in the 1990s. 

Despite the descriptions of the third wave as having the potential to articulate a more 

complex politics because of a more complex understanding of identity, scholars nevertheless 

narrate the third wave as tending toward the apolitical (Dicker and Pipemeier 2003, 18). Carissa 

Showden, for example, wants to push third wave feminists to articulate more clearly how their 

cultural interventions are political (2009, 184) because “most third-wave work thus far has merely 

substituted cultural critique and consumption for political action” (183). There is also the sense 

that third wave feminists practice a more individualist version of politics (Showden 2009, 175, 

187; Karlyn 2003 par. 6) whereas the second wave was driven by collectivity among women and 

the force of collective actions. Second and third wave feminist political agendas thus are 

contrasted not only according to the specific issues each is described as addressing but also the 

methods used to achieve their objectives (see Dean 2009, 339). 

As these examples show, the two waves are depicted as at best mutually exclusive and at 

worst actively hostile toward each other. When these distinctions are elaborated they tend to fall 

into three categories: epistemology, politics, and context. Because third wave feminists are 

narrated as coming of age in the 1980s, they have been influenced by epistemological 

frameworks shaped by postmodernism, poststructuralism, multiculturalism, hybridity, 

antiessentialism, intersectionality, and two-plus decades of second wave feminist activism 

(Dicker and Pipemeier 2003, 10; Karlyn 2003, par. 21; Showden 2009, 181-82). Thus, when 

Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake write that the third wave attempts to develop “modes of 

thinking that can come to terms with the multiple, constantly shifting bases of oppression in 

relation to the multiple, interpenetrating axes of identity, and the creation of a coalition politics 

based on these understandings” (1997, 3), they are demonstrating the relationship between 

politics and epistemology. And when Showden argues that third wave feminism’s critique of 

essentialism can facilitate a move away from identity politics (2009, 183, 189) she reinforces an 
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epistemological distinction between the waves: the second wave is seemingly less effective 

because it perpetuates an identity-based (read: woman-based) politics rooted in a less complex 

understanding of identity formation, whereas the discursive, deconstructive modes of late 

twentieth century thinking facilitates a more complex third wave politics. This distinction may 

also be understood through the assumption that the second wave was focused on women’s issues 

and the third wave on issues around difference more generally (Dicker and Pipemeier 2003, 5). 

Additionally, the third wave gets credited with reclaiming more conventional paradigms of 

femininity and heterosexuality, along with sites of popular culture and media, as empowering 

(Showden 2009, 176; Garrison 2003; Karlyn 2003). In other words, according to those who 

identify as third wavers, the third wave is better: it more racially and sexually diverse, it  

international, and it is epistemologically and politically sophisticated. The second wavers, 

however, were essentialist and provincial, and they were too focused on reform or were too 

utopian in their unsustainable separatist communities. The repetition of this narrative stood in 

stark contrast to what I encountered in the University of Arizona library where I first read off our 

backs, Ain’t I a Woman?, Rat, and It Ain’t Me, Babe. While gender had a salient presence, the 

writers and artists present in these pages were thinking about gender in relation to imperialism, 

labor issues, capitalism, and classism, race and racism, the medical industrial complex, other 

revolutionary movements, sexuality, day care, ageism, and spirituality. They were angry and 

hopeful as they imagined and worked toward a world based on feminist principles. How and why, 

I wondered, has U.S. feminism in the 1970s ended up being depicted through such a different 

narrative? Although my dissertation does not attempt to find an answer, this question is 

nonetheless a formative one. From the start I approached the women’s liberation movement open 

to its complexities and inconsistencies, to its idiosyncrasies and richness.  

 

Why periodicals? 
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Television, radio, and print publications exposed a large audience to the concept of feminism, 

which helped make “feminism a major topic of national debate” (Evans 2003, 40). In fact, such 

coverage was critical to exposing movement outsiders to the concept of feminism. Even if the 

attention was negative, women who were open to the message of feminism were given a way to 

start narrating their daily experiences of being gendered female and, importantly, were given a 

way to locate other women who shared a similar narrative. However, sensationalizing the 

movement led to misrepresentation and oversimplification of the ideas and ideals of U.S. 

feminism.5 For example, in the well-publicized 1968 demonstration against the Miss American 

Pageant in Atlantic City, New Jersey, women threw away bras as a symbol of their resistance to 

traditional norms of femininity.  Although there were no fires that afternoon, “the phrase ‘bra-

burner’ was sufficiently provocative to make headlines, and, with steady usage by the media—

television, radio, magazines, newspapers—it assumed an historical reality” (Hole and Levine 

1971, 230). Feminists additionally experienced ridicule and trivialization from mainstream media 

and popular culture in a way that other revolutionary movements (civil rights, antiwar) did not. 

Because of this Kim Fridkin Kahn and Edie N. Goldenberg conclude that mainstream media 

attention was so “unflattering” that “the movement grew in spite of the media attention received” 

(1991, 112).   

Nevertheless, women carved out and seized media spaces for the purpose of producing 

feminism by feminists, such as the eight-page supplement in the Ladies Home Journal in August 

1970 (see Lichtenstein 1970, 51; Hole and Levine 1971, 255-58). The underground press also 

contributed to the visibility of the women’s liberation movement, albeit unevenly (Evans 2003, 

108-9). Frustrated with the limited access women had to the press, they took the means of 

production and thus the process of publishing into their own hands. One of the most widely cited 

examples of women’s dissatisfaction with publications from the New Left counterculture is the 

                                                           
5 See, e.g., Hole and Levine (1971, 266-70), Freeman (1975, 111-14), Echols (1989, 209-10), Kahn and 

Goldenberg (1991), and Dow (2003, 144-45 and 2004, 156). 
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feminist takeover of the New York City newspaper Rat. In its New Left incarnation the paper was 

as likely to print images of nude or semi-nude female figures as it was to print an article about 

feminist activism. It thus created an equivalence between naked women and politics while also 

trivializing the politics and ideals of the women’s liberation movement. Consequently, in January 

1970 a collective of women from different groups in the New York City area seized Rat’s 

editorial office and the means of production and began putting out a feminist version of the 

paper.6  In the first feminist issue of Rat, Robin Morgan wrote “If men return to reinstate the 

porny photos, the sexist comic strips, the ‘nude chickie’ covers (along with their patronizing 

rhetoric about being in favor of Women’s Liberation)—if that happens, then our alternatives are 

clear. Rat must be taken over permanently by women—or Rat must be destroyed” (1970a, 6). 

Echoing Morgan’s claim, Carol Seajay, founder of the Feminist Bookstore Newsletter, says that 

in order to circulate information about feminism, “We had to buy the presses and print it 

ourselves. We had to control the typesetting; we had to do all the printing processes—the 

stripping, the photographing. Binderies refused to bind lesbian and feminist books, so we had to 

do the binding ourselves” (quoted in Onosaka 2006, 26). 

Mainstream media that circulated in local markets could offer more nuanced and 

complex coverage, partly because some editors felt more responsible to their subscribers and 

because the local activists could exert more influence in the quality of coverage. Very early on in 

their organizing, feminists from the Pioneer Valley region in Massachusetts pushed local papers 

to give them publication space. In April 1970, the Amherst Record began providing space for a 

feminist column for Amherst Women’s Liberation, and Northampton women were able to secure 

a column in the Hampshire Gazette in the summer of 1970 (although the former column ends by 

December of that year and the latter by February 1971). The Holyoke Transcript in western 

Massachusetts had a regular reporter, Gena Corea, who wrote about the local feminist 

                                                           
6 The first issue of Rat as a feminist newspaper was the issue dated February 9-23, 1970; see also Hole 

and Levine (1971, 273-4). 
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community.7 Corea was not only sympathetic to women’s liberation but also subscribed to the 

Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, making her allegiances clear. This kind of relationship—

between reporter and subject—was less likely to characterize the careers of journalists who 

covered the news nationally because such reporters did not have the space or time to be 

participant observers of one community over the course of months or years.  

The significance of media in general and periodicals in particular to the women’s 

liberation movement cannot be overestimated, for it was not just a few scattered groups of women 

that created newspapers and newsletters.8  In 1968 the first feminist periodicals associated with 

the second wave of feminism appeared in the United States, and one study found that by 1973 

hundreds of different feminist newsletters, newspapers, and literary journals had been published 

(Mather 1974, 82). As offset printing replaced linotype printing, publishing became accessible to 

people who did not have a lot of money or technical training. A group could publish and circulate 

a periodical with relative ease. especially in comparison with a book (see Onosaka 2006, 15). 

Additionally, the lack of formal structure at a national scale meant that any group could form and 

then produce their own periodical (see Baxandall and Gordon 2000, 14). An editorial from 

Women: A Journal of Liberation reads, “An important part of the women’s liberation movement 

has been the many publications that have emerged from the struggle. They have been key in 

                                                           
7 The Valley Women’s Center Newsletter included a short editorial comment on Corea’s journalism in 

1973: “Gena Corea, who ran the women’s liberation page in the HOLYOKE TRANSCRIPT until she 
moved to New Jersey, is commissioned to write a weekly column, Frankly Feminist, for the New 
Republic Syndicate. Gena used the Center a lot while she was in our area (and contributed in many 
ways) including rummaging through the archives and talking to many area activists about their work. 
Write on!” (“Local Woman Makes Good,” May 1973, p. 2. Folder 1, box 4, VWC records. See also the 
daily log entry for May 3, 1973. Folder 8, box 2, VWC records). In order to reflect the content of 
newsletters and newspapers as it appeared in the original publication, I retain the original capitalization, 
punctuation and emphases in my quotations throughout the dissertation.  

8 In a reflection on the trajectory of the women’s liberation movement, Mary Gehman writes, “Essential 
to any socio-political movement is a voice, a place to disseminate and share ideas, news, theory and 
information. We could not depend on the established media to provide that - we had to make it 
ourselves.” She continues, “Consequently there was a spate of all kinds of women's newspapers, 
newsletters, magazines, books, catalogues, directories, radio and TV programming, films and informal 
means of communication” (“DISTAFF Marks Special Anniversary: One Year of Publication,” by Mary 
Gehman, Distaff, November 1980, p. 9. NCCROW. Note that this issue marks the one-year anniversary 
of Distaff’s return after a four-year hiatus. July 1975 was the last issue of Distaff published until 
November 1979). 
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providing an exchanges of ideas and bringing new women into the movement.”9 Other 

publications iterate similar sentiments about the importance of maintaining communication, 

spreading information, and involving women in the movement; and many women, when 

describing their introduction to women’s liberation, state that reading feminist books or 

periodicals first propelled them to action. 

Despite the number of feminist newsletters and newspapers that circulated in the 1970s 

and their impact on the movement, few scholars have addressed the roles they played in 

sustaining the U.S. women’s liberation movement. Many scholars have recognized the 

significance of examining feminism at a local scale.10 Nevertheless, the impact of the production 

and consumption of periodicals in these studies is taken for granted rather than investigated. 

There is, however, a growing body of work about feminist publications in 1970s U.S. feminism: 

media, pamphlets, newspapers, and other ephemera produced a sense of political and intellectual 

community (Baxandall 2001, 226), were sites of consciousness raising (Adams 1998, 122),  and 

served “as engines of social change and cultural invention” (Meeker 2006, 15). Martin Meeker, 

for example, suggests that lesbian feminist communication networks formed through the 

periodical Amazon Quarterly were the ideological basis, or “the raison d’etre of the movement 

itself” (2006, 243), that the political and social values that informed the production of the 

publication were also what the quarterly’s editors hoped to produce through the publication. 

Kathryn Thoms Flannery argues that because feminist publications were important for the kinds 

of knowledge they created and disseminated, they can be analyzed through a pedagogical lens. 

For her, publications were sites of learning as well as teaching through their production and their 

consumption (2005, especially ch. 2). And in her article about lesbian feminist publications, 

presses, and bookstores, Kate Adams claims that “particularly in the 1970s, the paper lesbian was 

                                                           
9  Editorial, Women: A Journal of Liberation, February 26, 1971, p. 10. Folder 12, box 7, WL collection. 

See also Suzanne Pharr interview, p. 37-38, VFOH project. 
http://www.smith.edu/library/libs/ssc/vof/transcripts/Pharr.pdf. 

10  See Kesselman (2001), Ezekiel (2002), Enke (2007), Gilmore and Kaminski (2007), and Valk (2008). 
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a paper feminist; that is, lesbian women helped shape the voice and the politics of feminism by 

devoting their creative and entrepreneurial energies to the production of feminist alternative 

media enterprises” (1998, 116). Intervening in the historiography of U.S. feminism through the 

field of book history, Trysh Travis notes that most commonly book historians reproduce an 

additive approach when considering gender and publishing: studies of women writers, printers, 

bookbinders, and papermakers are incorporated into the historical record. Consequently, 

“attention to gender as a form of power has usually been limited to noting that the trades were 

male-dominated” but does not extend to queries about publishing norms themselves (2008, 276). 

Understanding publishing to be a matter of power, Travis’s argument characterizes publishing as 

part of a system of values and norms and explicitly connects modes of production with the 

production of values. My dissertation follows upon scholarship that validates publishing and 

publications as integral to feminist activism in the 1970s and suggests different ways to approach 

this vital topic. 

My project is indebted to the work of the above scholars and others who in various ways 

interrogate the intersections of textual production and feminism as a social movement. Like 

Murray and Travis in particular, my dissertation explicitly engages history of the book 

scholarship. Rather than looking primarily at the content of feminist periodicals, this project is 

built around the different stages of a periodical’s production, distribution, consumption, and 

survival. As a result I conduct not only textual analyses but also close readings of the materiality 

of periodicals. Because of the processes of production and distribution, periodicals end up with 

paratextual marks such as addresses—handwritten and printed on labels—the cancellation and 

“return to sender” stamps of the post office, parts of the periodical that are handwritten, pages that 

arrive out of order, columns whose edges are cut off, and typos. These marks allow the everyday 

to interrupt what, in glossier more professional publications, would be a relatively seamless 

reading experience. They also hint at the technologies of production that, too, are erased in most 

professional, for profit periodicals. Moreover, because it attends to the paratext—the kind of 
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paper used; the quotidian interactions between publishers, distributors, and people who sell texts; 

the spaces of reading; and the conditions in which books are stored—history of the book is useful 

for producing a history from below.11  This approach makes space for narratives about and by 

people whose voices are often erased from the historical record and also privileges the production 

of history through everyday practices, artifacts, and places.  

Newsletters and newspapers, because of their content, modes of production, the qualities 

of the genre, and materialization of politics, offer a useful nexus for thinking about feminism as 

an identity, community, ideology, practice, and social movement. From their production to their 

consumption, periodicals provide information about feminism at different scales and in different 

spaces:  locally, regionally, nationally, and internationally. On a local level, women collaborated 

to publish a newsletter and had face-to-face interactions with their coworkers. Examining these 

dynamics offers insight into some of the concrete practices of feminism: how ideals of sisterhood 

and egalitarianism were translated into action. Junko Onosaka suggests that the concept “the 

personal is political” “would be realized through books by and for women” (2006, 27), a claim I 

would argue applies even more powerfully to periodicals by and for women. And exploring more 

geographically dispersed connections and networks reveals significant insights about who and 

what was imagined to be feminist, as well as about the circulation of ideas (e.g., what parts of the 

newsletter are reprinted from other publications) and bodies (e.g., in the Northampton-based 

Valley Women’s Center Newsletter women often reported about conferences they traveled to).  

Periodicals additionally contributed to the formation, sustenance, and growth of U.S. 

feminism by linking activists through their circulation, conveying information and producing an 

imagined community of feminists (see Anderson 1991), all of which were integral to the way that 

the movement was produced and reproduced. Jo Freeman describes these connections and gaps at 

national and local levels:  

 

                                                           
11 See Radway (1991, 11), Price (2006, 13), Chartier (2007, 510), and Darnton (2007, 496, 505). 
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The thousands of sister chapters around the country are virtually independent of one 
another, linked only by numerous publications, personal correspondence, and cross-
country travelers. They form and dissolve at such a rate that no one can keep track of 
them. With time and growth the informal communication networks have partially 
stratified along functional lines, so that a within a single city participants of, say, a 
feminist health clinic, will know less of different groups in their own area than other 
health clinics in different cities. (1975, 103-4)  
 

Feminist groups tended to be small, informal, uninstitutionalized, and not part of a pre-existing 

organizational network, so the movement consisted of “scattered organizations and groups of 

women all over the country” (Allen 1970, 41). Even groups that incorporated or filed 501c3 

forms to become nonprofit organizations were not guaranteed access to or inclusion in a 

particular network. As a result information traveled unpredictably, and might not be easily 

accessible. Recognizing the importance of consistent sources and pathways of information, a 

member of the collective that worked on the L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter writes to the 

publication’s readers, urging them to contribute to its production:  

A year ago I (Nancy Robinson) initiated the Women’s Center Newsletter. I've been 
working with it ever since. I feel it’s now time to enlist a group of women to carry it on. 
The newsletter performs a vital task in the female liberation movement, i.e., it informs us 
all of the current and future events of the Movement. It provides the means to report on 
the actions of groups so that we can know what each other is doing.12 
 

Pointing to their seriality, Robinson recognizes that the significance of periodicals is related to the 

expectation that future issues will appear: periodicals produce a feminist present and a feminist 

future. According to Robinson a feminist future is dependent on the circulation of information, 

but as Freeman makes explicit this future depends also on the interpersonal networks they 

reinforce.  

As serial publications, newsletters and newspapers contain information that is considered 

relevant for only a brief period of time. Articles cover current events and breaking news and  

events calendars rapidly become obsolete (except perhaps in the minds of historians and 

archivists), so feminist periodicals offer a snapshot of the “right now” of a place and a movement 

                                                           
12 Nancy Robinson, “Important Notice...Important...Please Read.” L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, 

July 1971, p. 1. Folder 1, LAWLM collection. 

 



14 
 

and locate feminism’s present. Benita Roth captures this aspect of their significance: “looking at 

grassroots journals and underground publications is essential for understanding how feminists 

viewed things on the ground” (2004, 18). Unlike the anthologies Sisterhood Is Powerful (Morgan 

1970) and Sisterhood Is Global (Morgan 1984) or widely circulating periodicals like off our 

backs, and Ms., the periodicals analyzed here did not have as their primary goal to encompass 

feminism on a national or international scale. This is not to say that these periodicals focused only 

on the local. Through reprints and excerpts from other publications, contributions from women 

who were geographically distant, and coverage of events in a wide range of places it is clear that 

editorial collectives were concerned with people, events, and issues that reached far beyond their 

own city’s limits. Nevertheless, what the collectives chose to include reflects the social, cultural, 

historical, economic, and emotional topographies of their experiences and communities. The 

content of periodicals thus indexes not only the events, issues, and people that were salient for a 

specific community but also the feminist values and ideals that characterize that community.  

For my archival research seriality meant that there were potentially many primary 

sources to examine. Some periodicals lasted only a few years, but because they tended to be 

published monthly or semi-monthly, a large number of discrete primary texts exist. Being able to 

look at a number of publications across the span of a few years enables me to track concepts, 

terms, events, ideas, and images, following their development and reproduction across time and 

space. This approach opens up a space to consider how feminist periodicals are both effected and 

affected by a feminist interpretive community, within which “meanings are constructed, shared, 

and reconstructed by members of social groups in the course of everyday life” (Berkowitz and 

TerKeurst 1999; see also Radway 1984a, 1984b). For reading is both an individual and social 

process, and meaning is shaped by a variety of factors that may not be specific to the actual 

physical text being read (Pawley 2001, 2002). 

Most issues of these publications contain a combination of textual genres: editorials; 

announcements about events, resources, and services; advertisements; journalistic articles 
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(written by local women, copied from alternative news services such as the Liberation News 

Service and KNOW, Inc., and reprinted from both feminist and other print media); opinion 

pieces; calls to action; creative writing; photographs; drawings; letters from readers; comics; and 

informative pieces (such as the page in Ain’t I a Woman? that instructs readers in fixing a record 

player (see figure Intro.113). These different kinds of writing and imagery—their polyvocality and 

multitextuality—depict feminism differently, presenting more “objective” and descriptive views 

as well as more “subjective” and narrative ones. Different women wrote and submitted the many 

texts that appear in one issue, providing a diversity in writers, writing, and viewpoints. In the 

publication Women: A Journal of Liberation, for instance, a plurality of voices was manifested 

through collaboratively-written pieces, group interviews, and editorial processes (Blanchard 

1992). Different kinds of writing and imagery thus produce a multivalent feminism through 

descriptions, arguments, emotions, and narratives. At the same time what is not included in these 

publications cam also illuminate what is considered outside the purview of feminism and/or what 

aspects of feminism were not salient to a particular editorial collective. Absence too demonstrates 

the boundaries of a social movement and its collective identity.  

Polyvocality is a factor at every stage in the production process—because the voices of 

other texts shape writers as they write, because of the revision and editorial processes, and 

because the meaning readers create is influenced by other texts and voices. For many periodicals 

a disproportionate percentage of the writing was produced by a small number of women in the 

editorial collective, and even if collective members were not writing the text themselves they still 

chose what to excerpt from other publications and which submissions from outsiders to accept. 

The inclusion of different voices, therefore, is far from random. Nevertheless, there could be 

significant turnover in editorial collective members, so a single periodical—even one that was 

                                                           
13 The page is titled “Sisters Smash Sexism, Technology, and Planned Obsolescence,” Ain’t I a Woman?, 

March 12, 1971, p. 10-11. IWA. 
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irregularly published—comprises a number of different issue and therefore a number of different 

editors’ desires.  

Periodicals additionally tend to have a certain transparency about their publication. 

Whereas the published copy of a book may conceal the processes of production, the feminist 

newspapers and newsletters analyzed here include information about how they came to exist. For 

example, the Iowa City Women’s Liberation Front (WLF) writes in their first issue of Ain’t I a 

Woman?, “We want no hierarchy of editor, assistants, staff, etc.  All the people working on the 

paper should be involved in the decisions and policy. . . . We want new structures that do not 

allow people to fall into leader/follower. We don’t want to work in any situation in which we are 

oppressed or in any situation in which we do oppress.”14 The Valley Women’s Center Newsletter 

announces to readers that the newsletter “has much unused potential and is a lot of work. It is 

mailed to about 300 women once a month. It would be good to have a permanent staff to work on 

it each month—gathering news somewhat aggressively editing, typing, running it off on the 

mimeo, addressing and mailing[.]  The women on the staff of the newsletter should be able to 

work on it at the VWC [Valley Women’s Center], since things change all the time and it’s easier 

to keep up with current news. HELP!”15  In a later newsletter we learn that the VWC has applied 

for a grant to buy a mimeograph machine “so that one of these days we may be able actually to 

read the newsletter without a strong light, and we are still actively searching for a way to get a 

good electric typewriter to replace this one. It has become increasingly clear that the VWC must 

have this equipment in order to continue to get information and newsletters out to women in this 

area. (There are now over 700 on the mailing list!).”16  These excerpts hint at the kinds of 

processes used to produce the newsletter as well as the challenges the staff faced. 

                                                           
14  “Editorial,” Ain’t I a Woman?, June 26, 1970, p. 2. LHA. 
15  Announcement, Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, April 8, 1971, p. 4. Folder 1, box 4, VWC records. 
16  “A Note from the VWC Workers,” Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, March 1972, p. 11. Folder 1, box 

4, VWC records. 
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For the above reasons, feminist periodicals are an incredibly rich body of texts.  They 

offer information about feminism on a number of geographic scales, through the breadth of 

different issues, voices, and kinds of text published, and through the tensions between feminist 

ideologies and practices that they explicitly and implicitly reveal. The situation of these 

periodicals in the local makes my focus on repetition of ideas, language, events, and bodies 

meaningful because the appearance of the same ideas, language, events, and bodies in different 

locales signifies their salience on a local scale. 

 

Which periodicals? 

Los Angeles. Iowa City. New Orleans. Northampton, Massachusetts, and Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: cities of different sizes, different geographies, and different histories. To find one 

common thread look to the women’s liberation movement of the 1970s. Each city was home to a 

vibrant feminist community, feminist organizations like women’s centers, coffeeshops, 

bookstores, and referral services, and least one local feminist periodical documenting it all. This 

dissertation examines one periodical in each community: Ain’t I a Woman? in Iowa City, the L.A. 

Women’s Liberation Newsletter, briefly renamed the Women’s Center Newsletter, and finishing 

its life as Sister in Los Angeles, Distaff in New Orleans, the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter in 

Northampton, and  Female Liberation Newsletter in Cambridge. Feminists published periodicals 

in hundreds of cities across the United States—Durham, North Carolina; Anchorage, Alaska; 

Austin, Texas; Atlanta, Georgia; Tucson, Arizona; Tampa, Florida; Seattle, Washington; 

Minneapolis, Minnesota; Bloomington, Indiana; and many, many more. In theory, a variety of 

periodicals published in these cities would have been appropriate for my dissertation. In practice, 

there were objectives and material constraints that shaped my selection. Geographically I wanted 

to maintain a certain kind of diversity and to make central cities that are not usually part of the 

national narrative of U.S. feminism. Most studies of 1970s U.S. feminism focus on large cities 

and on urban centers often in the northeast, such as New York, Boston, and Washington DC; 
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therefore, analyses of U.S. feminism have been rooted in these regions (Pearson 1999, 159). 

Keeping the focus on feminism more generically also motivated my choice of periodicals; 

therefore I excluded from my sample periodicals created to address a particular issue such as 

women’s health or lesbian feminism. 

In addition, access to resources narrowed the range of periodicals available for research. 

Feminist periodicals were published in hundreds of U.S. cities in the 1970s, yet many have not 

been kept and of those that still exist many have not been donated to archives. Therefore, the 

scope of this dissertation is circumscribed by the periodicals accessible through archives and that 

had been published for a span of at least several years. The Schlesinger Library, for example, has 

only four issues of the Women’s Liberation of Rhode Island Newsletter (November 1972, January 

1973, May 1973, and December 1977), the time span of which suggests that more issues were 

published. So despite the multiyear publishing run, I chose to not focus on the Rhode Island 

newsletter not because of particular characteristics of the city or the periodical but because of a 

lack of primary sources. 

I also selected periodicals that did not fall in the subcategory of journals (or periodicals 

that are published four or fewer times a year) because such publications were less likely to be 

addressing current events and more likely to include longer essays and academic writing. This 

does not mean that they, too, did not produce a feminist imaginary for their audience, but their 

status as ephemera is different than that of newsletters and newspapers. Newsletters and 

newspaper were meant to be read immediately and then discarded because another issue would 

soon arrive, whereas journals like No More Fun and Games, although serial, were more durable 

and offered a different picture of feminism’s present.17  

                                                           
17 Most feminist periodicals did not attempt to attract a national audience, and those that did so were 

anomalies. Large, nationally circulating, long lasting periodicals like Ms and off our backs aren’t the 
norm, whereas small local often erratic periodicals are. For this reason, the periodicals focused on here 
are representative of the women’s liberation movement. See the following section for additional 
information about Female Liberation and the periodicals Female Liberation Newsletter and No More 
Fun and Games.  

 



19 
 

The feminist periodicals studied here also had relatively small subscription lists—Los 

Angeles Women’s Liberation Newsletter at one point mailed over 4,200 people an issue of their 

paper, the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter writes that over 700 addresses were on the mailing 

list, Female Liberation Newsletter in late 1970 was mimeographing 500 copies of each 

newsletter, and Distaff circulated to about 3000 at its peak.18 It is likely that these numbers are an 

effect, in part, of the limited resources of editorial collectives. In the same editorial statement that 

includes the number of subscribers, the Valley Women’s Center staff write, “Money is still—and 

will doubtless always be—low. The need is constant.” They then explain that they have written a 

grant to help fund the purchase of a new mimeograph machine because “it has become 

increasingly clear that the VWC must have this equipment in order to continue to get information 

and newsletters out to women in this area.” Such constraints will affect the kind of audience that 

may and will be reached. Because most feminist periodicals did not have the funds or 

womanpower to distribute many issues free of charge or to leave issues in public places for 

unknown people to pick up.19 Regardless of the material forces that facilitate and limit the 

production and circulation of feminist periodicals, most readers of these publications were 

already movement insiders to some extent. Readers may not have been active or constant 

participants in women’s liberation—for example, attending CR groups or public demonstrations, 

or contributing time or money—but if they received the periodical it is most likely that they 

actively sought it out, which means that they already had some contact with the movement. 

A call to readers in Female Liberation Newsletter points to the ephemeral character of the 

newsletter: 
                                                           
18 Editorial, “Important” Los Angeles Women’s Liberation Newsletter, September 11, 1970, p. 1. Folder 1, 

LAWLM collection; “A Note from the VWC Workers” Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, April 1971, 
p. 11. Folder 1, box 4, VWC records; “Budget – 9/24/70 to 11/28/70.” Folder 7, box 1, FL records; 
informal conversation with Mary Gehman, November 10, 2009, New Orleans, LA. 

19 Lack of resources, however, did not prevent editorial collectives from trying to ensure as many people 
as possible received their publication for as cheaply as possible. Despite the suggested subscription 
price, collectives send issues to women for less or no money; and many collectives explicitly stated that 
they send issues to women in prison at no cost. In fact Distaff includes in the masthead the following 
statement: “ We send free copies to women in prison and other institutions” (I first read this in the July 
1975 issue, p. 2. NCCROW). 
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NEWSLETTERS NEEDED - Back issues! We are currently trying to complete our 
collection of Female Liberation Newsletters. We have a lot of them going back to 
September 1970 but there are gaps we would like to fill. If you have any of the following 
newsletters, please send them in to us. FROM 1970, we need: Nov. 16, Nov. 23, Nov. 30, 
all of December; FROM 1971, we need: Feb. 12, March 24, April 26, July 19, and Nov. 
15. FROM 1972: Jan. 3, Feb. 14, Feb. 28, March 6, March 20, April 10, and April 17. . . 
It’s possible that there was no newsletter some of these weeks.20  
 

Female Liberation did consider the importance of maintaining an archive and documenting their 

history as evidenced by the fact that they sent copies of the newsletter to the Women’s History 

Research Center in Berkeley to be microfilmed and also maintained an archive at their office. Yet 

in order to maintain a full archive the collective had to appeal to readers for their copies of the 

newsletter, and because the group did not keep a record of the published issues they could not be 

sure if they had a complete run.  

Mode of production also reveals the way in which the newsletter was considered 

ephemeral. Compare, for example, the difference in resource distribution to Female Liberation 

Newsletter and the journal No More Fun and Games. The former was a bimonthly serial and the 

latter comprises six issues spanning 1968 through 1973.21 Female Liberation allocates $5200 to 

reprint 10,000 copies each of their first and fifth issues of No More Fun and Games, an amount 

that is almost fifty percent of their budget for September 24–November 28, 1970.22 In this 

budget the newsletter receives $394.10 for ten weeks of publishing (this includes money for two 

                                                           
20 “Newsletters Needed,” Female Liberation Newsletter, May 22, 1972, p. 4. SSC (emphasis in the 

original). I was unable to locate a number of the issues they were missing. From 1970: November 23 
and November 30; from 1971: April 26, and July 19; from 1972: January 3, February 14, March 6, April 
17. It is not until the April 9, 1971, issue that Female Liberation starts dating their issues, so I used the 
postmark stamps (when legible), dates listed for the issue’s calendar, and archivists’ penciled dates to 
determine chronology. Nevertheless, because pages are not numbered consistently, and because many of 
the issues’ pages are different colors (see figure Intro.2) it is difficult to determine which pages are part 
of a single issue, and when that issue was published. Therefore, I assume that the March 24, 1971 is the 
issue that has been postmarked March 22, 1971 and did not count that issue as missing. Moreover, the 
February 28, 1972, issue of Female Liberation Newsletter announces that the periodical will now be 
published every other week because of lack of funds and “womanpower” (Editorial Female Liberation 
Newsletter February 8, 1972, p. 6. SSC). Because there are issues for March 13, March 27, April 10, 
and April 24, it is likely that the March and April 1972 issues they list (except for April 10) were not 
published.  

21 The issues were published in October 1968, February 1969, November 1969, April 1970, July 1971, and 
May 1973.  

22 “Budget – 9/24/70 to 11/28/70.” Folder 7, box 1, FL records.  
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reams of paper, three stencils, postage for five hundred newsletters, mailing labels, Xeroxing 

labels, and mimeograph ink). In order to produce additional issues of No More Fun and Games, 

Female Liberation needs only to allocate money for its printing (nonetheless, money that cannot 

necessarily be taken for granted), which suggests that they did not discard the templates needed to 

produce additional issues. However, the collective must ask readers for issues of the newsletter, 

indicating that they do not save the stencils they used for printing them on the mimeograph 

machine.  

These differing processes of production reveal differences in the life cycles of the two 

periodicals and how their consumption is imagined. The journal, which is published less 

frequently, is meant to be read over a longer period of time, and its contents are less time 

sensitive. “Female Liberation as the Basis for Social Revolution” by Roxanne Dunbar (1969) 

appeared in the second issue of No More Fun and Games was reprinted a number of times—in 

anthologies and as a freestanding pamphlets—reflecting its salience in the early 1970s and the 

continued perception of its significance.23 Also important is the fact that issues of the journal 

ranged from 80 to 192 pages. Putting out periodicals of that length at a greater frequency would 

not be sustainable with the resources the collective had. The newsletter, in contrast, is produced 

weekly and then biweekly and contains information that becomes obsolete more quickly (such as 

calendar items, event announcements, and information about boycotts and election campaigns). 

Furthermore, the calendar lists almost exclusively events occurring in the Cambridge/Boston 

area, and other materials focus predominantly on concerns in the Massachusetts/New York area. 

This characteristic is not unique to Cambridge or to periodicals in this format. Excluding certain 

campaigns that expanded beyond their locale, such as those to support political prisoners (Angela 

Davis, Joan Little, Susan Saxe), pass the Equal Rights Amendment, or encourage boycotts (Farah 

Pants or produced picked by non-union workers), the periodicals in this study are local centric. 

                                                           
23 It appears in the anthologies Sisterhood Is Powerful (1970), Notes from the Second Year (1970), Voices 

of the New Feminism (1970), and Radical Feminism: A Documentary Reader (2000) and is reprinted as 
a pamphlet by the New England Free Press and the Nashville Student Organizing Committee. 
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And importantly, this local must be considered in terms of both geography and temporality: it 

creates a specific kind of feminist space as well as a feminist present, since periodicals provide 

information about the region (meetings, demonstrations, legislation, etc.) that often becomes 

quickly obsolete. 

This local is produced not only through content and time but also through audience. The 

circulation of No More Fun and Games was over 10,000 in 1970 while in 1970 and 1973 the 

Female Liberation Newsletter mailing list included only 500 addresses.24 As a locally distributed 

publication the newsletter both imagines and produces a different audience than a periodical that 

is likely to sell nationally. The more sales a periodical requires in order to be sustainable, the 

more it must create content that will appeal to a wider audience. Female Liberation’s other 

publication, (which they call a magazine) The Second Wave, was first published in March 1971 

and required 7000 sales in order to be profitable.25 The collective is clear that these two 

periodicals serve different purposes and audiences. A pamphlet put out by the Speakers Bureau of 

Female Liberation describes additional services offered by the group, such as orientation 

meetings, CR groups, a lending library, a Saturday morning radio show, and their periodicals. In 

the pamphlet they note, “Our quarterly magazine, THE SECOND WAVE, serves nationally as a 

forum for feminist writings and discussion,” while the newsletter “serves as an information 

exchange for women throughout the Greater Boston area.”26 In social movement texts, the 

imagining of audience is interconnected with the collective identity produced through the 

movement and with the kinds of people who are perceived as potentially available for 

mobilization (B. Roth 2008). For example, as discussed in Chapter 4, naming a reader a sister 

contributes to the production of a feminist collective identity, but an address need not be direct, or 

even explicit, in order to create a reader. The choice of topics to discuss, events to cover, and 

                                                           
24 See “Budget – 9/24/70 to 11/28/70” for the 1970 statistics and for the 1973 statistic see Female 

Liberation Newsletter, February 26, 1973, p. 3. SSC. 
25 “Feminutes,” Female Liberation Newsletter, August 30, 1971, p. 6. SSC. 
26 Pamphlet titled “The Speakers Bureau of Female Liberation,” n.d. [ca. 1972/1973]. Folder 14, box 1, 

FL records. 
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voices to include in a publication are factors in the way an audience is perceived and produced by 

editors. 

 

Periodicals and places 

Editorial decisions like those noted above shape the form and content of periodicals. Although 

certain factors put editors in communication with women throughout the nation and 

internationally, these periodicals were nonetheless very local publications. The content of a 

periodical depended on the women who worked on it, their priorities, and readers’ priorities. 

Local politics, resources, populations, geography, and networks gave each periodical a specific 

texture and are useful for understanding the presence and absence of certain ideals and practices  

in the pages of an issue. This section thus offers brief sketches of the periodicals and the cities in 

which they were published. By no means exhaustive, the descriptions are meant to provide an 

introduction to the local contexts shaping periodical publication. 

Ain’t I a Woman? was published in Iowa City, Iowa between June 1970 and May 1974 

(see figure Intro.3). The editors of the first issue are listed after their editorial, each handwritten in 

distinct script: Vicki, Pat, Debbie, Lori, Linda, Dale, Penny, Carole, Julia, Anne, Carol, Pat, Sue, 

and Linda. The visibility of these fourteen names suggests that the editorial was collectively 

written, and the content of the editorial indicates that the authorial practice was part of a larger 

effort to work as a collective.27 Although it is not made explicit through the pages of Ain’t I a 

Woman?, I learned through informal conversations with women who worked on the paper and 

lived in Iowa City that the editorial collective was also a living collective. Not all women who 

worked on the paper always shared living space, but this facet of their collectivity meant that their 

office was also their living space and that there were possibilities for pooling resources to ensure 

the paper’s continued existence. For these Iowa City feminists collectivity—and its concomitant 

qualities like shared labor and consensus building—occupied a significant amount of the 
                                                           
27 “Editorial,” Ain’t I a Woman?, June 26, 1970, p. 2. LHA. 
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analytical and practical energy.28 The editors identify their closeness as a strength and, in contrast 

to the other editorial collectives portrayed here, quite carefully guard the boundaries of their 

group: while they actively solicit contributions from women and feminist groups across the 

Midwest, they do not in the newspaper include open calls to women for help in publishing.29 In 

fact, the collective first reaches out to readers for such assistance in their 26th issue (volume 3, 

issue 1), after a flash flood submerged their office. The editors write, on the back page, “We lost a 

lot of production materials, precious volumes of back issues, a large portion of our library and 

furniture. Also, the delay has resulted in a bottleneck in the mailing of orders and correspondence. 

We still have to re-locate and re-organize, so we ask you to bear with us, and to help us out if you 

can, it’s been a hard-licks birthday.”30 This incarnation of collective publishing makes Ain’t I a 

Woman? unique among the periodicals analyzed here.  

Ain’t I a Woman? appears in the midst of an already politicized university community. 

Issues such as the civil rights movement and racism, tuition hikes, and the Vietnam War 

mobilized University of Iowa students to engage various forms of resistance: the alternative paper 

the Iowa Defender in 1965 started listing the weekly body count of soldiers killed in Vietnam, in 

1969 there was a three-day boycott of classes to protest increases in tuition, starting in the late 

1960s the university’s Action Studies Program offered courses in women’s studies, African 

American studies, human rights, and Vietnam, and, notably, after the Kent State shootings 

hundreds of Iowa students were arrested for a protest that involved burning campus buildings. As 

a result of these demonstrations university President Willard L. Boyd moved his office 

temporarily off campus and “offered students the option of leaving campus. They could make up 

                                                           
28 “More Thoughts on Structuring a Revolution,” Ain’t I a Woman?, May 19, 1972, p. 2. IWA. The  

somewhat cryptic notes by one of the editors, Dale McCormick, reveals the ways that issues around 
collectivity dominated their meetings (folder “Dale McCormick; 1970s; Notebook, 1971-1973,” box 2, 
Dale McCormick Papers, IWA). 

29 In an editorial they write, “we occasionally request that articles be written, we request that people 
subscribe or buy issues but we don't need steady volunteers like a daycare group needs or women to 
show up in large numbers for a public action” (“Who We Are: Carol, Trudy, Linda, Dale, Pat, Jeannie, 
Vickie, Ann,” Ain’t I a Woman?, April 30, 1971, p. 2. IWA). 

30 Editorial, Ain’t I a Woman?, August 8, 1972, p. 12. IWA. 
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the work later, accept a grade of pass or withdrawal, or take a grade based on course work 

completed through May 3. The option to leave was taken by 11,796 students, effectively closing 

down the university early that year” (Yanney 1991, 49-50). This radical climate included a 

number of specifically feminist activities. The Iowa Women’s Liberation Front (WLF)—part of 

which involved a living collective—was the larger organization supporting the publishing cell 

that worked on Ain’t I a Woman? Other cells making up the WLF included a day care cell, gay 

women’s cell, medical cell, revolutionary art cell, political study group, and speakers bureau. 

These groups reflect the broader focus of the local feminist community. In the 1970s Iowa City 

was also home to the Emma Goldman Clinic for Women (a feminist health clinic, and its 1970s 

publication Emma’s Periodical Rag), the Iowa City Women’s Press, Grace and Rubies (a 

women’s restaurant project), Plainswoman Bookstore, a women’s coffeehouse, a lesbian alliance 

and its publication Better Homes and Dykes, the Women’s Resource and Action Center (WRAC), 

and lesbian and gay pride conferences and events.31 These establishments were for the most part 

short lived; however, remarkably the Emma Goldman Clinic and WRAC are still in existence, 

indicating the local, long-term commitments to sustaining feminist community, activism, and 

politics.32 

Ain’t I a Woman? was published by a collective that called itself variously the 

“Publications Collective of the Iowa City Women’s Liberation Front,” “the Angry Independent 

Amazon Women,” and “a collective of 8 (plus one travelling sympathizer) functioning as a 

world-wide conspiracy of Radical Lesbians.”33 For this group the importance of building 

networks and systems of communication was manifest in the first issue’s editorial, in which they 

refer to a “special need to increase communication between sisters in the Mid-West.” This need is 

                                                           
31 See Silander (1996) for a useful analysis of the Iowa City Women’s Press and the Jo Rabenold papers at 

the Iowa Women’s Archives for a wide range of information about Iowa City feminist and lesbian 
activism. 

32 For more information on the Emma Goldman Clinic, see http://www.emmagoldman.com/, and on 
WRAC, see http://www.uiowa.edu/~wrac/. 

33 Ain’t I a Woman?, September 11, 1970, p. 3. IWA; Ain't I a Woman?, March 12, 1971, p. 12. IWA; Ain't 
I a Woman?, January 7, 1972, p. 12. IWA. 
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based, importantly, on geography. The spatial contours of the Midwest lead them to claim that 

“women in the mid-west, with the exception of the few large urban areas, find themselves 

working in their city’s only women’s liberation group.” To this end, the editors ask other 

women’s liberation groups in the Midwest (conceived broadly, from New Mexico to Ohio) to 

take responsibility for a page in the paper.34 They conclude: “We hope that AIN’T I A WOMAN 

will serve as a forum of communication between women in the mid-west about ideas, actions, and 

events. This issue is mostly by and about Iowa City Women’s Liberation Front – we hope that 

won’t happen again.”35  

At first a new issue of the paper could be found twice a month.36 By the eighth issue the 

collective announced that they have to publish the paper every three weeks because the original 

schedule was too “grueling.”37 In early 1972 the publication schedule was more erratic, and by 

May 1974—the last extant issue—the publication no longer had volume or issue numbers and 

offered no explanation of the erratic publishing schedule nor did it indicate that this would be the 

final issue.  

Distaff, produced in New Orleans, Louisiana, appeared  as Ain’t I a Woman? was nearing 

its final issue. The first issue of Distaff in some ways was really the third issue. According to a 

1980 editorial, Distaff originated with New Orleans resident Barbara Scott’s political campaign 

for state representative in 1972: 

To publicize her feminist platform she put out an 8 page tabloid called DISTAFF, a word 
meaning women’s work. The campaign was not successful, but Scott became the impetus 
behind getting women together to seriously plan the publishing of a newspaper. She left 
town in 1972—now runs a restaurant in Biloxi—but her friends carried through with the 
idea, and in January 1973 the first issue of DISTAFF appeared.38 

                                                           
34 Editorial, Ain’t I a Woman?, September 11, 1970, p. 3. IWA. 
35 “Editorial,” Ain’t I a Woman?, June 26, 1970, p. 2. LHA 
36 Every issue except for one appeared in this format. Volume 4, issue 1, dated April 1973, differed both in 

appearance and content and, apparently, process of production. It was published as a small booklet titled 
Academic Feminists and the Women’s Movement, and the masthead lists three women as authors, Ann 
Leffler, Dair L. Gillespie, and Elinor Lerner Ratner. While this form of collective authoring is consistent 
with previous practices, it is unprecedented that only three people author an entire issue and that an 
issue comprises only one essay. 

37 Editorial, Ain't I a Woman,? October 30, 1970, p. 2. IWA. 
38 “DISTAFF Marks Special Anniversary: One Year of Publication,” by Mary Gehman, Distaff, November 
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The January issue of Distaff was labeled a preview issue, and then in February 1973 we see 

volume 1, issue 1 of the newspaper (see figure Intro.4). As the editorial explains, Scott was an 

inspiration for continuing the paper but was not materially involved in its publication beyond her 

campaign tabloid. Mary Gehman, instead, was the paper’s backbone. A journalist by training, 

Gehman pushed to institutionalize a feminist periodical because of her experience of sexism in 

mainstream media, her desire to give women a voice and medium for communication, and the 

momentum created by her work with other local women to publish Scott’s initial version of 

Distaff. Unlike most feminist periodicals from this era, then, Distaff was very much the creation 

of a single person. It was common for periodicals to become dependent on the labor of a small 

group of dedicated women, but rarely did one person figure so prominently and consistently 

throughout a paper’s lifespan.39 

Also unusual is the frequency with which Distaff was published. Between January 1973 

and March 1974, issues of Distaff appeared almost monthly. Then, after a short break, Gehman 

and Donna Swanson collaborated to publish ten issues between September 1974 and July 1975. 

Swanson and Gehman, former coworkers at the New Orleans welfare office, formed New South 

Feminist Press, Inc., hoping it would allow them to work full-time on the paper as “co-editors and 

co-everything.”40 This collaboration is noteworthy not only because of the business model the 

women developed but also because Gehman is white and Swanson is black. Although one 

example does not overturn the dominant narrative of U.S. feminism as an oppressively white 

movement, it does nevertheless provoke a closer look at the dynamics that facilitate and prevent 

the building of cross-racial feminist coalitions. As Swanson recalls, the women’s liberation 

movement was predominantly white but, still, she experienced the feeling that “we’re all in this 

                                                                                                                                                                             
1980, p. 9. NCCROW. 

39 Gehman has continued her work as a publisher and remains committed to giving voice to 
underrepresented and marginalized communities. She started Margaret Media in 1981 
(http://margaretmedia.com/index.php) and gives women’s history tours of New Orleans. 

40 “Distaff Is Back” by Mary Gehman, Distaff, September 1974, p. 2. NCCROW. 
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together.”41 Following the period when Swanson and Gehman worked as co-editors, the paper 

experienced a four-year hiatus, reappearing triumphantly in November 1979 with the observation 

that “Distaff is like the proverbial cat: they say it has nine lives, but no one keeps a close count. 

The important thing is that it does come back, and always to a warm welcome.”42 From 

November 1979 through January 1982 the collective continues to publish monthly, missing only 

July 1981, maintaining its optimism about the paper’s future and the importance of publicizing 

women’s work and activism. Other feminist periodicals publish with varying frequency, often 

with larger gaps between issues as they near their ends; however, I have not encountered another 

periodical that returns after a four-year break, something I attribute to the make-up of the 

publishing collectives. To have Distaff tied so closely to one person means that its future—both 

its existence and its absence—becomes intertwined with her ability to keep it on track.  

Across its lifespan Distaff looks more and more like a conventional newspaper and, 

concomitantly, Gehman made various attempts to incorporate it. By the February 1973 issue the 

paper lists a number of sites where it can be purchased—“Books, Etc., Maple St Book Shop, 

UNO Campus, Tulane campus, The General Store, Sidney’s News Stand, Lazybug Shop, The 

Sunshine Workshop, The Mushroom, The Strawberry Patch, YOU Boutique”—and an editorial 

invites women to join the board of directors as they incorporate Distaff as a non-profit 

organization.43 By 1980 the paper is described as a business:  

Our purpose is to print on a monthly basis news and events of interest to southern 
women, to serve as communication between women and women’s groups, and to provide 
an outlet for the work of women writers, journalists, photographers and artists. The 
newspaper is operated as a business. We are not associated with any groups or 
organizations.44 
 

                                                           
41 “Voices from the Louisiana Women’s Movement: First-Hand Accounts from People Who Made It 

Happen” hosted by the Newcomb College Center for Research on Women, March 24, 2001. This 
conference was videorecorded and the tapes are available at the Nadine Vorhoff Library. 

42 “Why a New Distaff?” Distaff, November 1979, p. 2. NCCROW. 
43 The list of sites selling Distaff is on page 9 and the editorial is on page 12; both are unauthored. 
44 Masthead information, Distaff, May 1980, p. 2. NCCROW. 
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Despite the common assumption that the U.S. South lacked a substantial feminist 

community, New Orleans fostered a range of resources for and activism by women, including 

women’s centers—both Tulane and Loyola had women’s centers that opened in 1975, and those 

independent of the universities—a NOW chapter, a television program occasionally hosted by 

Distaff, the nationally known Southern Female Rights Union, feminist art exhibits, a Women’s 

Work Collective, guerrilla theater group, the New Orleans Women’s Caucus for Art, a Free 

University based at the main public library branch, and other local feminist and gay periodicals. 

Since the mid-1970s women have also participated very publicly in the local political machinery, 

working to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment, to dismantle sexist legal codes (particularly those 

related to reproductive rights and marriage; notably, Louisiana was the last state to repeal the 

Head and Master Laws, which gave a husband legal authority over household matters and all 

jointly-owned property), and to produce parity in the political process itself by fighting for basic 

resources like a women’s bathroom in the state capitol building.45 It was within this context that 

Distaff lived its somewhat rocky life. 

Los Angeles, California, produced a periodical that also experienced significant shifts in 

the ten years of its publication. From summer 1970 – spring 1972 (through volume 2, issue 9) it 

was published as the L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, then from summer – fall 1972 (volume 

2, issue 10 – volume 3, issue 2) it was the Women’s Center Newsletter, and it finished its life as 

Sister, published from January 1973 – summer 1979 (volume 4, issue 1 – volume 10, issue 3). 

Aligning itself from the very beginning with a specific place, the L.A. Women’s Liberation 

Newsletter defines its connection with a local women’s center in the first editorial : 

The Women’s Center is a non-partisan organization whose primary purpose is to serve all 
the women of Los Angeles. All women are invited to share in our activities and to avail 

                                                           
45 Kim Gandy recalls that Diana Bajoie, who in 1976 was the first woman elected as a Louisiana State 

Senator, made a particularly poignant statement by entering the bathroom in the state capitol building 
marked “Senators”; of course, the bathroom was for men. Gandy told this anecdote as a speaker on the 
“Women in Politics” panel at the conference “Voices from the Louisiana Women’s Movement: First-
Hand Accounts from People Who Made It Happen” hosted by the Newcomb College Center for 
Research on Women, March 24, 2001. 
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themselves of our services, and to use the Women’s Center as a springboard from which 
to explore the various women’s liberation groups.  

The Women’s Center Newsletter is published to inform the women of Los Angeles of 
Women’s Center programs and activities of interest to women’s liberation. Material from 
all women and women’s liberation groups is welcomed. Viewpoints are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent an endorsement on behalf of the Women’s 
Center.46 

 
This center, located at 1027 Crenshaw Boulevard, was affiliated with UCLA. Although over 8 

miles from the campus, a number of women who founded the center were associated with the 

university and were able to secure funds from the Associated Students of UCLA.47 The center 

offered a range of services such as abortion and contraception resources, legal referrals, self-

defense and auto mechanics classes, emergency housing, psychological and vocational 

counseling, and through the center women sold literature, published the newsletter, developed a 

speakers bureau and hosted nine different women’s liberation groups (including Socialist 

Women’s Organizing Project, Working Women’s Group, National Organization for Women, and 

a theater group). As the proportion of students active in the center’s activities decreased, the 

center began to depend more on literature sales, money they received through the speakers 

bureau, and donations, and women struggled to accommodate and respond to the growth of the 

center and to stay afloat financially. After closing on December 31, 1972, feminist energy and the 

newsletter shifted to the Westside Women’s Center at 218 Venice Boulevard in Venice, CA. 

At first glance, the L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, the Women’s Center Newsletter, 

and Sister appear to be three different periodicals (see figures Intro.5, Intro.6, and Intro.7). There 

is, first, a change in form. The L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter is mimeographed on legal-

                                                           
46 “Women’s Center Policy,” L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, [October/November] 1970, p. 1. Folder 

1, LAWLM collection. 
47 Information attributed to Joan Robins is from her oral history interview (Joan Robins interview, Los 

Angeles Feminists Series, Women’s History Collection, VOAHA. http://salticid.nmc.csulb.edu/cgi-
bin/WebObjects/OralAural2.woa/wa/project?ww=1280&wh=562&pt=109&col=a1000&bi=1&ser=a10
04&nww=1280&nwh=562). For information about the Crenshaw Women’s Center, see the document 
titled “Los Angeles Women’s Center”  (folder 3, LAWLM collection), which is undated, but describes 
the center’s history from the initial planning in 1969 through the March 1971 International Women’s 
Day march. 

 



31 
 

size paper, stapled in the top left corner, and folded in half for mailing. Announcing their new 

format the Women’s Center Newsletter editors write,  

The newsletter staff, after months of searching, finally found a printer who would print 
our newsletter for what it cost to run off the newsletter ourselves. Bless the Mother-
Goddess! What a relief it is not to have to struggle with the mimeograph machine which 
each month found a new way to break down and became quite unreadable.”48  
 

This means that the periodical began being published in tabloid format, on newsprint about 14x10 

inches (when folded in half, so a full spread would be 14x20 inches). Sister continues in this 

format, and elicits its connection with the Women’s Center Newsletter with the subtitle, “a 

monthly publication of the Los Angeles Women’s Center.” Despite not naming the specific center 

with which it was affiliated, the women’s center to which this subtitle refers is  no longer the 

Crenshaw Center. In the second issue of Sister (volume 4, issue 2) there is an editorial by Joan 

Robins about the Crenshaw center’s closing with a call to readers to offer their input about what 

should come next. And a small announcement on page 10 reveals that the newsletter is being 

distributed from the Westside Women’s Center.49 Therefore, Sister is affiliated primarily with the 

Westside Women’s Center while the other two newsletters were published from the Crenshaw 

Women’s Center.  

Because many different periodicals are connected with different women’s centers, linking  

these Los Angeles periodicals leads us to Nancy (Dara) Robinson and Joan Robins, both of whom 

worked as editors for these periodicals. California State University has compiled a Virtual 

Oral/Aural History Archive (VOAHA), and one series of interviews in this incredibly rich 

resource is with Los Angeles feminists. The description of the series notes that Robins and 
                                                           
48 Joan, Sherry, [Janet?], big donna, Barbara, Stephanie, diane, Sue, Z.B. [Z Budapest], “WOW: Look at 

Us,” Women’s Center Newsletter, June 1972, p. 7. Folder, “Women’s Union,” OHC. 
49 Joan Robins-Hoffman Ghia, “There Must Be Some Way Out of Here,” Sister, February 1973, p. 1. 

SCLSSR. One announcement reads, “Sisters – Hawk the newspaper! Keep 15¢ on each copy you sell. 
See Donna Cassyd and/or pick up a bunch at the Westside Center” and the other is, “Newsletter general 
meetings are the first Thursday of every month, at the Westside Center, 218 So. Venice Blvd., at 7:30 
P.M.” In her VOAHA interview, Robins refers to a tension between the Crenshaw and Westside centers, 
describing the latter as “siphon[ing] off some energy” from the former (Joan Robins interview, Los 
Angeles Feminists Series, Women’s History Collection, VOAHA. http://salticid.nmc.csulb.edu/cgi-
bin/WebObjects/OralAural2.woa/wa/project?ww=1280&wh=562&pt=109&col=a1000&bi=1&ser=a10
04&nww=1280&nwh=562) 
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Robinson “began the [Crenshaw] Center Newsletter, which eventually became Sister 

newspaper.”50 Both women are also identified as editors for the L.A. Women’s Liberation 

Newsletter and Sister and Robins (but not Robinson) worked on the Women’s Center Newsletter. 

The continuity provided by the connection with a women’s center and with specific people thus 

leads me to treat these three periodicals as part of a decade-long serial. 

As suggested by the different interview series that make up the VOAHA—in particular 

the Asian American Women’s Movement Activists, Chicana Feminists, Feminist Health 

Movement, and Los Angeles Feminists—there was a rich and diverse community of women 

activists in Los Angeles during the 1960s and 1970s. A detailed analysis of these political and 

social movements exceeds the scope of this project and the breadth and depth of this activism is 

only starting to be catalogued. Nevertheless, two aspects of the Los Angeles women’s liberation 

movement are significant to my analysis: the feminist self-help health projects and the array of 

feminist periodicals. Carol Downer was an important figure in the local community for her work 

establishing the Feminist Women’s Health Center and promote the self-help health movement, 

and she became a nationally renowned figure in the feminist health movement after she and 

another clinic worker were arrested on September 21, 1972, for practicing medicine without a 

license.51 Through their own publicity efforts, feminist and mainstream news media provided 

updates about the trial and the eventual not guilty verdict on December 5, 1972.52 Also 

noteworthy is the breadth of feminist periodicals published in the Los Angeles area during this 

decade. There were local NOW newsletters, Lesbian Tide, Everywoman, Woman Worker, the 

Free Angela Davis Newsletter, the Asian Women’s Center Newsletter, Sisters United!, L.A. 
                                                           
50 This description can be found by going to the following URL and clicking on the “details” link for the 

Los Angeles Feminsts series: http://salticid.nmc.csulb.edu/cgi-
bin/WebObjects/OralAural2.woa/wa/series?ww=1280&wh=562&pt=109&col=a1000&bi=1. An 
undated flier titled “Workshops” tells readers to “Come and learn how we put our newspaper together. 
How Sister grew out of the Crenshaw Women’s Center newsletter, how Sister relates to the Women’s 
Union. Join us and be a part of the newsletter staff” (Organizations section, box 2, Joan Robins papers). 

51 For a history of the Los Angeles self-help health movement, see “Victory!” Sister, January 1973, p. 6, 8. 
SCLSSR. 

52 The Feminist Women’s Health Clinic is mentioned in each of the periodicals I focus on in this 
dissertation, indicating the extent to which the clinic and its work was known. 

 



33 
 

Women’s Liberation Union Newsletter, the Chicana Service Action Center Newsletter, The 

Lesbian News, Women West, Born a Woman, and Encuentro Femenil.53 Some had a specific 

focus—about labor, welfare, sexuality, a particular community—and others like the L.A. 

Women’s Liberation Newsletter-Women’s Center Newsletter-Sister had the goal of promoting 

feminism more generally. What this list highlights is the range of activist project related in some 

way to gender and suggests the local projects and networks of which that the L.A. Women’s 

Liberation Newsletter-Women’s Center Newsletter-Sister editors and writers were a part. 

Similar to the Los Angeles paper, the newsletter associated with the Valley Women’s 

Center in Northampton, Massachusetts, gained a new identity during the seven years of its 

publication. Starting as the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter in April 1971, it became the Valley 

Women’s Union Newsletter in 1975 before ending in early 1977 (see figures Intro.8 and Intro.9). 

In 1969 a group of women started meeting at a woman’s house in Amherst, Massachusetts.54 

Calling themselves Amherst Women’s Liberation (AWL), this group began putting out a 

newsletter in June 1970, which served primarily as a space where the smaller action groups 

reported their activities and local events could be announced. Having publishing it every few 

weeks, AWL announced in the October 16 issue, “VALLEY WOMEN’S CENTER – A 

REALITY. . . . AT LAST. . . . A PLACE OF OUR OWN!!!”55 During the next few months the 

center becomes more prominent in the newsletter. By February 1971 the content of periodical and 

the fact that it is typed and mimeographed at the center suggest that it has become a center 

newsletter, and the following month the newsletter starts with an announcement asking women to 

“please keep sending money for the support of your women’s center and the sending of this 
                                                           
53 The records of the Comision Femenil de Los Angeles are held at the Chicano Studies Research Center 

at UCLA, and the records of  Hijas de Cuauhtémoc are held at the California State University-Long 
Beach university archives. 

54 The valley to which the newsletter and center refer is the Pioneer Valley. Made up of Franklin, 
Hampshire, and Hampden counties in western Massachusetts, the valley is bisected by the Connecticut 
River (so sometimes it is referred to at the Connecticut Valley) and is home to the well-known five 
colleges consortium (Amherst College, Hampshire College, Mt. Holyoke College, Smith College, and 
University of Massachusetts, Amherst). 

55 Announcement, Amherst Women’s Liberation Newsletter, October 16, 1970, p. 1. Folder 1 “Women's 
Liberation - Massachusetts: Amherst Women’s Liberation,” box 9, WL collection. 
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newsletter.”56 Finally, the April 8 issue takes the title Valley Women’s Center Newsletter. 

Published on legal paper, this issue is anomalous, for almost without exception this periodical 

was mimeographed on 8 1/2 by 11–inch paper and stapled in the top left corner.  

Because of its association with a specific place the Valley Women’s Center is a main 

character in the newsletter. The editors published minutes from the various administrative 

meetings (general, staff, and business) and from the action group that used the center, they 

publicized these meetings as well as events (study groups, and resources (feminist literature, the 

library and archives, counseling) that women could find at the center, and they of course 

frequently printed announcements about the center’s needs for funds, equipment, and volunteers. 

A mid-1972 call to readers is typical: 

This last page looks terrible because itz typed on a 1910 typewriter. Jeez, folks, dontcha 
wanna get your news in legible form? Dont anybody out there got a good typewriter? 
Money for one? Money for the mimeo machine? . . . . Women who work here dont get 
paid, we need your support. 
the rev keeps going, fueled by love.........57 
 
Late 1973 – early 1974 represents a time of flux for this activist community. The first 

newsletter of 1974 begins, “this issue of the newsletter is a report on the January 13th meeting of 

the Valley Women’s Union (VWU). Several months ago some of us who had noticed that the 

Center was no longer functioning as it had in the past began to meet regularly to evaluate and 

reorganize it.”58 Seeing the center as “apolitical” and viewing the Everywoman’s center at the 

University of Massachusetts, Amherst, as drawing women away from the VWC, the group 

became determined to “form a more structured, commited [sic], principled political union.”59 In 

the January newsletter the group uses six of the eight pages to outline their proposed structure, 

their working principles, and their socialist-feminist philosophy. Despite the changes this 

                                                           
56 Announcement, Amherst Women’s Liberation Newsletter, March 1971, p. 1. “Women's Liberation - 

Massachusetts: Amherst Women’s Liberation,” box 9, WL collection. 
57 Editorial, Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, [May 1972], p. 6. SSC. 
58 Editorial, Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, January 1974, p1. SSC. 
59 “Structural History of the Valley Women’s Union,” VWU information packet. Folder 12 “ Valley 

Women's Union Administration: Valley Women's Union Memoranda and Minutes of Staff Meetings, 
Nov 1973-Jan 1974, n.d.,” box 2, VWC records. 
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collective wishes to make, their commitment to producing a newsletter remains, and they identify 

its production as the job of a work group: 

This work group would be responsible for the production of a monthly VWU 
newsletter(paper?). We feel that the newsletter must be more than a collection of news 
items and should reflect our philosophy and principles, and be an organ of education and 
communication between Union and area groups, as well as providing commentary on 
national issues. Members of this work group would coordinate articles from the 
workgroups as well as research articles on their own, and from other publications.60 
 

Although the newsletter very clearly becomes a project of the union in early 1974, it does not 

change in format and it is not clear that the publication’s title has changed until October 1975. 

The first sentence that issue reads, “This is the first issue of the latest version of the Valley 

Women’s Union Newsletter,” suggesting that it is already a union newsletter but not indicating 

when this occurred.61 Because of lack of clarity regarding the periodical’s name I thus refer to the 

publication as the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter throughout the dissertation. 

The center was a vibrant site of feminist activism in the Pioneer Valley.62 Although open 

only four months, by the first issue of the newsletter, the center already hosted sixteen action 

groups, including sexism and imperialism, the free store, archives, automechanics, orientation 

committee, family planning, and the newsletter. The kinds of action groups vary throughout the 

center’s existence, but the newsletter indicates that the center was an important locale for 

activists. The staff kept a daily log for the center, which gives insight into the incredibly wide 

variety of services for which women asked. Figure Intro.10 shows a small slice of this activity, 

and women came to the center also for help with welfare, personal, vocational, and legal 

counseling, and they called the center for help locating housing, babysitters, dentists, and feminist 

literature. The center additionally provided space for a feminist film co-op whose lending 

                                                           
60 “A Working Structure for the Valley Women’s Union,” Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, January 

1974, p. 7. SSC. 
61 Editorial, Valley Women’s Union Newsletter October 1975, p. 1. Folder “Newsletters + Publicity,” VWU 

records.  
62 For an overview of the valley’s political activism see Cline (2006, especially the introduction) and a 

class paper by Patric A. Whitcomb (“Forging a New Political and Cultural Identity: Socialist Feminism 
in the Valley Women's Union, Northampton, Massachusetts,” May 11, 1998. Folder “Letters Sent,” 
VWU records). 
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program distributed films throughout the country. In addition to the specifically woman-centered 

spaces and resources, the mimeograph machine (despite its constant state of near disrepair) was 

part of the center’s heart, as suggested by the number of references to the mimeo in the daily logs 

and the newsletter—about acquiring a new one, using and maintaining it, and repairing it. Used 

primarily for the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter and other center groups, it was nonetheless a 

resource for other groups, including the United Farm Workers, the food co-op, the Greenfield 

Women’s Center, antiwar activists, and McGovern supporters. 

These groups make up only part of the local community of activists. The University of 

Massachusetts at Amherst, Smith College, and Mt. Holyoke College all started women’s center in 

the early 1970s, and the feminist collective at Smith published their own newsletter. There was 

also a strong network of antiwar and peace activists, and the range of people involved in 

reproductive rights activism indicates that this issue was a political priority (see Cline 2006). 

Proximity to New York City and Boston also shaped the kind of activist community that 

developed, for not only did women from those cities—Robin Morgan, Florynce Kennedy, Jill 

Johnston, for example—travel to the Pioneer Valley, women from the valley could access these 

urban hubs fairly easily. 

Female Liberation Newsletter also existed as a project of a women’s center. From 

September 1970 through Spring 1974 it was published by Female Liberation at the women’s 

center they coordinated (see figure Intro.11). There is an undated issue of Female Liberation 

Newsletter from spring 1969 (it announces a conference held in May 1969), but the next extant 

issue of the newsletter is from fall 1970 and according to Female Liberation the newsletter was 

first published in 1970.63 After September 1970 the newsletter was published on a weekly basis 

until February 1972, when the editors announce that they voted at the business meeting to make 

                                                           
63 Pamphlet “The Speaker’s Bureau of Female Liberation,” n.d. Folder 14, box 1, FL records. For a copy 

of the 1969 issue, see Wini Breines papers, uncatalogued box (2007-M114, 78.2.2, carton 1). 
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the newsletter biweekly because of lack of funds and womanpower.64 The collective sustained 

this schedule until late 1973. The December 1973 newsletter referred to their financial crisis and 

listed several actions the group was taking to try to sustain Female Liberation, one of which 

involved publishing only one newsletter in December.65 The next extant issue was also the final 

one, published March 4, 1974. Starting this issue, an editorial explained the current state of 

Female Liberation: 

This is the final Newsletter from Female Liberation. It is so late getting out because it 
took time for us to clear up the business of disbanding F.L., moving out of our office and 
the Second Wave [the quarterly journal] moving to a new office in Harvard Square. We 
also spent a lot of time writing up the Press Release, which is the main body of this 
Newsletter, in which we have attempted to present an honest analysis of the major factors 
leading to our disbanding in the hope that other women and women’s groups can use 
what we learned  through our struggles to avoid or recognize similar situations.66 
 

In the following press release they characterized the disbanding as the effect primarily of a kind 

of revolution/separatism debate—“between those who wished to circumvent the power structure 

and those who wished to attack it directly”67—which was exacerbated by other points of 

contention such as the relationship between the personal and the political, group leadership, and 

group structure. Such a statement is rare, for among the periodicals I looked at an issue would 

likely be published without any indication that it would be the final one. The existence of this 

issue, then, reflects not only Female Liberation’s  

In addition to the centrality of the women’s center and various negotiations of policy, 

politics, and practice, the Female Liberation/Cell 16 split shaped the trajectory of the collective 

and thus the newsletter. In July 1969 Female Liberation and Cell 16 jointly authored a statement 

designed to introduce and recruit women to feminism in which they refer to the range of women 

who have come together to organize on their own behalf, and their collaborations also involved 

                                                           
64 Editorial, Female Liberation Newsletter, February 28, 1972, p. 6. SSC. 
65 The October 1973 issue refer to the potential dissolution of Female Liberation (letter from Marge Fentin 

to Female Liberation, October 22, [1973], p. 1-2. Folder 1 “Newsletter: Female Liberation, 1973,” box 
2, FL records). 

66 Editorial, Female Liberation Newsletter, March 4, 1974, p. 1. SSC. 
67 Press Release, Female Liberation Newsletter, March 4, 1974, p. 3. SSC. 
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sharing office space and finances. According to Cell 16 members Betsy Warrior and Lisa 

Leghorn, however, “Cell 16 was taken over by SWP [Socialist Workers Party] in 69-70,” a 

takeover that Cell 16 detailed in a statement that circulated as far away as Iowa City, suggesting 

that this event reverberated nationally.68 As narrated by Cell 16, the division was primarily a 

structural one. Cell 16 described itself as organic, in contrast to the “highly organized women’s 

center” that Female Liberation (the socialist group) was attempting to create. Ideology, however, 

played a role and was reflected in Cell 16’s reference to political coalitions that Female 

Liberation made “with which [Cell 16] had no political agreement.”69 In the December 2 issue of 

the newsletter Female Liberation published an apology, responding to the allegations made by 

Cell 16, agreeing with some and challenging others. In particular, they emphasize their efforts to 

support coalition building: “Very few individuals have total ‘political agreement.’ However, we 

feel we have ‘common goals’ with most women and therefore seek to form coalitions for specific 

actions aimed at these ‘common goals.’”70 Subsequently, the two groups parted, Cell 16 

continued to publish No More Fun and Games and Female Liberation ran the women’s center 

while publishing Female Liberation Newsletter. 

For those familiar with feminism in the 1970s, Boston and Cambridge need almost no 

introduction.71 Cited as one of the earliest locations of the women’s liberation movement, along 

with New York and Chicago, this area is probably most well-known as the place where the 

Boston Women’s Health Book Collective first published Our Bodies, Ourselves and as home to 

feminist groups like Cell 16 and Bread & Roses, which have become archetypal examples of 

                                                           
68 “Women’s Section: Lisa Leghorn and Betsy Warrior,” June 26, 1976. Folder 1, uncatalogued box (2007-

M114, 78.2.2, carton 1), Wini Breines Papers. Ain’t I a Woman? publishds it in December 11, 1970. 
69 Cell 16 Statement by Dana Densmore, Lisa Leghorn, Abby Rockefeller, Betsy Warrior, and Jayne West, 

postmarked November 25, 1970. Folder 50, box 3, Ann Hunter Popkin Papers. Folders 5-7, box 1 of the 
Female Liberation records at Northeastern University contain additional materials detailing this split. 
See also folder 8, box 1, Rochelle Ruthchild Papers. 

70 Statement approved at the November 30 business meeting, Female Liberation Newsletter, December 
1970, n.p. [3 pages total]. SSC. 

71 Northeastern University’s Archives and Special Collections Department has an online exhibit of local 
feminist activism with a number of primary documents: http://www.lib.neu.edu/archives/voices/w-
intro.htm. 
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radical (Cell 16) and socialist (Bread & Roses) feminist collectives. Like Los Angeles, there were 

a range of feminist periodicals published in this community—including Bread & Roses 

Newsletter, On Our Way (from the Cambridge Women’s Center), The Second Wave, No More 

Fun and Games, Hysteria, the Boston Area Socialist Feminist Organization Newsletter, the 

Women’s Liberation Newsletter (a Boston/New England newsletter), and Battle Acts (published 

by the Women of Youth against War and Fascism). The New England Free Press 

The Cambridge/Boston area, for example, is often presented as a hub of U.S. feminism. 

Home to the internationally renowned publication Our Bodies, Ourselves first compiled by the 

Boston Women’s Health Book Collective, the area was host to numerous feminist groups and 

organizations as well as to a variety of periodicals, including the nationally circulating No More 

Fun and Games and The Second Wave. Moreover, the politics and struggles of the local group 

Cell 16 is often used as a quintessential example of radical feminist politics (Hole and Levine 

1971, 164-65; Echols 1989, 158-66; Evans 2003, 105-8), and the Cambridge group Bread and 

Roses is mentioned in most national histories as a classic socialist-feminist organization. The 

Feminist Memoir Project, an anthology that, in the words of the editors, “sets out to capture 

memories from the early days of the contemporary United States women’s movement” (DuPlessis 

and Snitow 2007, xvii), also centers the Boston/Cambridge area. This important collection 

presents a variety of political perspectives and projects, commitments to feminism, and critiques 

of the movement. Nevertheless, of the twenty-seven contributions over half (fifteen) focus on 

feminism in New York City and the next largest group (five) on the Cambridge/Boston area.72 In 

contrast, Los Angeles, a city widely noted for activism around race and racism and as a 

significant site for the production and dissemination of popular culture, is rarely written into U.S. 

feminism’s history. Los Angeles and Iowa City are mentioned in Sara Evans’s Tidal Wave: How 

Women Changed America at Century’s End, in a list of journals that demonstrate the growth of 

                                                           
72 Two contributions focus on two cities each: New York/Cambridge and New York/New Jersey, both of 

which are included in the final tally I present.   
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the women’s liberation movement (2003, 31). Here the two very different cities are viewed as 

equivalent sites of U.S. feminism in that each receives only a brief reference, whereas New 

Orleans and Northampton are fortunate to be mentioned at all. Except for the Boston/Cambridge 

area, the sites that are the focus in this dissertation are incorporated into the metanarratives of 

U.S. feminism either to illustrate a particular characteristic of U.S. feminism (such as the 

gay/straight split) or demonstrate the diversity of the movement.  

Making a wider array of cities central to the production and consumption of U.S. 

feminism, this dissertation highlights the decentralization of feminism’s practice and the 

implications of this structure for the construction of a feminist collective identity. Specifically, 

the practice of feminism in the early 1970s was “deeply embedded in the local even while 

simultaneously influenced by connections across region and nation” (Enke 2007, 12). Location, 

then, is critical. Even though some campaigns, such as those to pass the Equal Rights Amendment 

and to ensure women’s access to safe abortions, galvanized women from different locations 

throughout the country, women’s energies tended to be influenced predominantly by the local 

geography, politics, and needs. For example, Ain’t I a Woman? And the Valley Women’s Center 

Newsletter is published in relatively rural areas, but the qualities of their ruralness differ. 

Northampton is only a few hours from New York City and Boston, and the center was connected 

to both cities, especially Boston/Cambridge, from and to which people traveled fairly easily. In 

fact, Amherst Women’s Liberation, the group that started the VWC and its newsletter, was in 

contact with women from Boston from the start. In an interview Pat Sackrey remembers that 

“right away, we had contacts with Boston feminists and women from the other area” and that “A 

woman from Boston, if I recall, helped start a support group out here and gave us technical 

assistance on that at Mel [Heath’s] house one night” (2). This connection was reinforced through 

the circulation of texts and ephemera to which Sackrey refers as she continues to describe the 

group’s inception: “we read underground papers on feminism, primarily from the New England 

[Free] Press in Boston through all the papers weren’t written there. They had a very radical 
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political view, which fit in with a good many of our politics already, personal politics, working in 

the radical movements of the time” (2-3).73    

Iowa City feminists, despite being 230 miles from Chicago, did not appear to travel to 

this feminist hub regularly or feel connected to the people or issues there. In fact, Ain’t I a 

Woman? mentions Chicago specifically to contrast it with Iowa City: “In the first place, women 

from smaller cities can easily fall into feeling that they are less obvious than sisters and groups 

from big cities. Usually the national media features groups and actions which are happening in 

places like New York, Washington, Chicago, etc.”74 Indeed, there is a stronger bond connecting 

Iowa City with Minneapolis, a smaller city, farther away (300 miles), and also falling outside the 

metropolises most often cited in national narratives. This connection reveals, in part, the 

idiosyncrasy of feminist networks in the 1970s. Ain’t I a Woman? contains several articles by the 

Minneapolis group RF-28 (Radical Feminists 28) and prefaces one with “we (the AIAW 

Collective) have been discussing the issue of organizational structure  within the Women’s 

Movement prompted and influenced by the article below. There are some things that the RF 28 

talk about that have not been our experience within our own group nor with other groups in Iowa 

City and some things they say that we agree with and have experienced. We hope to have an 

article in the next AIAW on this subject.”75 In the May 1970 issue the collective publishes “More 

Thoughts on Structuring a Revolution,” which they write is “Printed and influenced by the RF-28 

structure article in the last issue.” And there is an additional article from a counseling service in 

Minneapolis titled “Reflections on Collectives” in the October 9, 1970 issue.  

Further shaping the distinctions between Ain’t I a Woman? and the Valley Women’s 

Center Newsletter is the fact that the Iowa City group was a living as well as publishing 

collective. Members shared a house in Iowa City and pooled their resources, and their living 

                                                           
73 Transcription of an interview with Pat Sackrey and Gayle LeTourneau, n.d. Folder 1 “Women's 

Liberation— Massachusetts: Amherst Women’s Liberation,” box 9, WL collection. 
74 “Big City, Little City,” no author Ain’t I a Woman?, July 24, 1970, p. 10. IWA 
75 Editorial Preface to “On Organization in the Women’s Movement” by Radical Feminists 28, Ain’t I a 

Woman?, March 30, 1972, p. 8. IWA. 
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space was also the production space. Clearly, the members of the Ain’t I a Woman? collective had 

a more robust connection with feminists in Minneapolis than Chicago because they were more 

engaged by the analyses of collectivity emerging from that city. This connection also suggests 

that the hubs of U.S. feminism that dominate national narratives were not necessarily the first 

places to which women outside those hubs looked for political guidance. However, material from 

periodicals in metropolitan hubs appears regularly in periodicals produced in smaller cities. For 

example, off our backs is referred to in Ain’t I a Woman?, the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, 

Distaff, and the L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, even if it does not appear with great 

frequency in each one. Of course periodicals reveal only one part of the workings of a feminist 

community in a city, so putting periodicals in conversation with other sources is necessary to 

determine the robustness of the connection between feminists in Iowa City and feminists in other 

locations.  

Situating specific feminist communities within a national context, recent studies of U.S. 

feminism have employed the case study to reveal the complexity of particular places, institutions, 

or issues. They highlight a specific place (e.g., Judith Ezekiel’s [2001] work on Dayton, Ohio) or 

a specific phenomenon (e.g., Simone Murray’s [2004] work on feminist book publishing), or a 

combination of the two (e.g., Kristen Hogan’s [2008] work on feminist bookstores in five 

different U.S. cities). Also eschewing the objective of a comprehensive national history, my 

research contributes to this growing conversation among various locals and locales. The 

challenge in negotiating this proliferation of historical, sociological, and literary analyses of U.S. 

women’s liberation is to avoid aggregating them through an additive approach. Such a method 

suggests that history is incomplete because it excludes X city or Y topic, but all histories are 

exclusive and fragmentary. Therefore, while not unproductive, drawing attention to and filling in 

gaps in the historical record does not necessarily lead to interrogations of methodology, source 

material, or disciplinary norms—and thus does not necessarily intervene in the way knowledge is 

produced. The more challenging academic approach thus involves an integrative practice, one 
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that lets data and methodology open up spaces in which new questions can be asked and 

traditional questions can be asked differently. This approach does not invalidate prior scholarship 

but rather ideally provides new lenses through which we can understand it. 

Location is therefore important, but this dissertation does not provide a comprehensive 

study of distinct locations, comparing and contrasting how women who lived in each imagined 

and practiced feminism. Instead, periodicals are the central characters in this story. Thus, factors 

such as the cost of rent and availability of space for offices and women’s centers, the kinds of 

printers in the area, the proximity to other cities and feminist groups, and how immediate political 

concerns affect the production of periodicals both materially and ideologically are equally 

significant. Indeed, location is significant to the extent that it shaped the life cycles of periodicals. 

The foundational question is, then, how did feminist periodicals create spaces for feminism?  

 

The materiality of the archive 

The first time I encountered Ain’t I a Woman? I was sitting at a microfilm reader. I had threaded 

the film through the various slots and spools and skimmed through pages of different issues. I 

printed out pages from several issues on letter-size paper knowing that they were not the same 

size as the original pages and carried them around in a manila folder with a paper clip holding 

each issue together. Several years later while preparing a fellowship proposal I visited the 

Lesbian Herstory Archives in Brooklyn, New York, to look through their collection. The first 

time I held issues of Ain’t I a Woman? I felt the difference. On the cover of the first issue 

Sojourner Truth really was larger than life. Feeling the fine grit of the paper’s surface and the 

edges’ perforations, smelling its age, and reading its history through the postmark created a 

profound emotional experience and changed both my affective understanding of the women’s 

liberation movement and also my understanding of the movement’s affect. This is what they 

created, I thought to myself. How the pages carried anger and energy changed with in the issue’s 

material presence.  

 



44 
 

History of the book scholarship, which is premised on the assumption that the form of the 

text interacts with content in the meaning-making process, influenced my desire to look at paper 

issues of periodicals rather than microfilmed ones. Although the content of periodicals is critical 

to my argument, the material particularities of the publications reveal important information that 

cannot be garnered by sitting at a microfilm reader or reading print outs of microfilmed 

periodicals. This facet of my research limited the range of periodicals on which I could focus. 

Getting to archives requires both time and money, so the archives that offer research grants—the 

Schlesinger Library, the Sophia Smith Collection, the Newcomb College Center for Research on 

Women, and the Sallie Bingham Center for Women’s Culture and History—are the ones I was 

able to visit, and the historical societies from which I received funding (the Historical Society of 

Southern California and the State Historical Society of Iowa) facilitated research trips to archives 

that fell within their geographical purview. It is true that many feminist periodicals have been 

microfilmed and made available through local libraries. Distaff, Ain’t I a Woman?, and Los 

Angeles Women’s Liberation Newsletter include announcements that their publication is filed at 

the Women’s History Research Center in Berkeley, California.76 And Female Liberation 

Newsletter publishes a letter from Laura X, one of the founders of the archive, in which she 

thanks the editors for sending copies of their publication and outlines the archival process.77 A 

publication in its original manifestation is not more meaningful or more truthful than that same 

publication in digital form or microfilm or letter-sized paper, but it does offer a different kind of 

meaning. Moreover, not all periodicals made their way to the Women’s History Library or were 

transferred to microfilm or digitized, and periodicals are not accessible through interlibrary loan. 

Traveling to archives thus was critical to my primary source research.  

Because I am reading not only the content of feminist publications but also the modes of 

their production my project depended upon access to the records of feminist collectives, which 

                                                           
76  Distaff, August 1973, p. 12. NCCROW; Ain’t I a Woman?, October 15, 1971, back page. IWY; L.A. 

Women’s Liberation Newsletter, December 1971, p. 4. SCLSSR. 
77  Letter from Laura X, Female Liberation Newsletter, February 28, 1972, p. 5. SSC. 
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contain information about processes, successes, and challenges related to publishing as well as 

background information about the local feminist community and the local community in general. 

Each periodical focused on here has a different range of supporting documents kept by the 

editorial collectives and local feminists, from the breadth of records from the VWC to the one 

notebook only partly filled and with cryptic notes taken by Dale McCormick about Ain’t I a 

Woman? This unevenness of information is not unexpected, but it does mean that for some 

periodicals I rely more on the periodical itself. 

The Valley Women’s Center, in contrast, kept substantial records. The Sophia Smith 

Collection includes three years of daily log entries, meeting minutes, correspondence, 

photographs, administrative documents, position papers, and public relations documents. Such 

primary sources situate the periodical within the center by revealing how frequently it was a topic 

of staff and business meetings (albeit not always accompanied by much detail). Documents such 

as the “Valley Women’s Union Revision of Principles Working Paper” reveals the VWC’s 

socialist underpinnings and their understanding of women’s oppression: “The structures of class 

and race only alter the expression of patriarchal oppression. They do not change the nature of that 

oppression. We recognize that all women share a common oppression under patriarchy.”78 

Although it is not clear to what extent this statement reflects the views of the women who publish 

the newsletter, insight into the organization’s socialist feminist perspective helps me 

contextualize the content of the newsletter and their processes of publication.  

 

 
78 “Valley Women’s Union Revision of Principles Working Paper,” p. 3.  Folder 12, box 2, VWC records.  
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Chapter 1 

Repeating the Movement: Finding Feminism’s Tactics and Strategies 

 

Looking through the records of the Northampton-based Valley Women’s Center at Smith College 

I came across a folder of negatives and photographs of the center from April 1971. Images of 

women working at the center, someone’s child climbing the furniture, and different rooms and 

spaces brought the center to life. Several photos display a wall of posters, including one that 

contains a graphic representation of Sojourner Truth accompanied by text from her famous “Ain’t 

I a Woman” speech.1 The image is stark and strong, and I had seen it before, six and a half years 

earlier, when I scrolled through microfilm looking for feminist precursors to zines. It was the 

image on the cover of the first issue of Iowa City’s Ain’t I a Woman? In fact, I had printed this 

issue to read more closely, and kept it as part of my personal archive, carrying them from Tucson, 

Arizona, to Spokane, Washington, and then to Highland Park, New Jersey.  

This photograph with the cover of Ain’t I a Woman? tacked to the wall of the Valley 

Women’s Center created a direct line connecting Iowa City to Northampton. The unlikeliness of 

the connection made it memorable: ties from Northampton to New York, Boston, or Washington, 

DC would have been less surprising. It was the fact that feminists from a small town in western 

Massachusetts were imagining feminists in Iowa City that led me to start thinking about how 

feminists formed relationships across such distances and how periodicals materialized these 

relationships. This kind of emplacement, produced through a periodical’s circulation, is not 

dependent on the specific content of the publication. Rather, what is important is the periodical’s 

material existence and its ability to travel across space. The vectors of this travel not only indicate 

feminism’s location in terms of a line between two places on a map but also help to produce 

feminism as material in the sense that readers in one place can imagine feminism practiced by 

                                                           
1 I discuss these photographs and representations of Sojourner Truth’s body and words  in Chapter 4. See 

this chapter also for images of the wall of the Valley Women’s Center. 
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people in another place. Periodicals, then, were sites through which it became possible to imagine 

and feel connected to other women on local, regional, national, and international scales. And 

connectivity was a kind of labor performed by periodicals that was intertwined with the 

production and reproduction of feminism. Facilitating communication among feminist groups, 

periodicals gave feminism visibility and location by circulating ideas and information and 

connecting women in political, social, and affective ways.  

The diffuseness of feminism in the early 1970s underscores the importance of being able 

to locate the women’s liberation movement. Anne Enke begins Finding the Movement, her study 

of the women’s liberation movement in the Midwest, with the story of a woman literally trying to 

find feminism in 1971. The woman tells Enke,  

I remember being twenty-one and looking in the phonebook in Minneapolis, and I was 
looking through it trying to find the woman’s movement. . . . I couldn’t find it in the 
phonebook: What do I look under? Where do I go? There’s no way to find the women 
who understand. (quoted in Enke 2007, 1) 
 

Enke writes of this seemingly paradoxical situation, one in which women’s liberation was a 

concept that had begun to circulate widely but that was not necessarily easy to locate and asks, 

“How does one locate a movement that could reach a woman in her home and at the same time 

seem utterly inaccessible to her? A movement that was ‘everywhere’ and yet nowhere the same?” 

(2007, 2). This structure—a panoply of disconnects, gaps, and breaks in the flows of 

information—is evident in Betty Peters Sutton’s recollection of why the Chicago lesbian feminist 

publication Lavender Woman was launched: “Basically it started because we felt there was no 

line of communication anywhere. There was no way for new women to find out about what we 

were doing. That was one of the main reasons that we did it, for communication” (1986, 26).2 

                                                           
2 For people invested in activist and zine communities there is a similar practice of using publications to 

locate a particular community. Veronica, one of the people I interviewed for my Master’s thesis, 
comments, “I mean that’s the first thing I do, when I went to London we’d go to record stores and we’d 
check out what zines were there. . . . I’ll look for the woman zines and find out where’s the bookstore, 
where’s this. . . . And the stories of the town, what’s the dynamic here; what protests just happened and 
what happened, and what are the weird politics. I mean, if you’re going to a new town, it’s a great 
way—it’s at least something to seek out; you might not get all the answers, but it’s a really cool way to 
get connected” (personal interview, March 17, 2003, Tucson, AZ). 
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Feminist texts, therefore, not only express the content of the movement but also give it a physical 

presence. They give the movement not only a what but also a where. 

The significance of being able to find women’s liberation is reflected in the reaction to 

feminism’s appearance in mainstream media (Carden 1974, 32-33). For example, New York 

Radical Women (NYRW) received considerable media attention in the late 1960s. After initiating 

the 1968 protest against the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City, an event that was covered by 

television stations and national newspapers, they were inundated with prospective members, to 

such an extent that the group had difficulty negotiating this infusion.3 NYRW member Rosalyn 

Baxandall recalls that when the women’s liberation episode of the popular New York talk show, 

the David Susskind Show, was re-aired, “New York Radical Women and I would receive 

hundreds of letters from women all over the country, telling their stories and wanting to join” 

(2007, 213; see also Hanisch 2001, 83). The fact that highly visible events, which garnered 

mainstream media attention, triggered large outpourings of interest from previously uninvolved 

women further supports the idea that the movement may have been difficult to find. 

Letters to the Cambridge-based Female Liberation suggest that even in sites that might be 

considered hubs of feminism, the where of women’s liberation was not necessarily evident. 

Shirley J. Anderson from Portland, Oregon, writes, “Please do a great favor for me. While in 

Boston over Christmas (also in New York) I tried to find you and could not. Will you please send 

a copy of your Journal of Female Liberation to each of my daughters?”4 Elisa, who was active in 

Female Liberation, recollects of being introduced to the movement:  

I have been waiting all my life for this type of thing—a woman’s movement. In 1963 I 
read Betty Freidan’s book. I heard her at BU. It was unbelievable. There were only a few 
women there. I thought she was the greatest thing alive. . . . The next time I heard about 
women’s liberation was about two years ago when I was in Nassau on vacation. I heard 
about the WITCHES, tried to contact someone to find out what was in Boston. I saw 
Roxanne [Dunbar’s] articles in the “Old Mole.” It took me about six months to find 
anyone in Boston.5 

                                                           
3 For an account of NYRW’s activism and dissolution see Echols (1996, 92-101). 
4 Letter from Shirley J. Anderson, January 7, 1970. Folder 9, box 1, FL records. 
5 “Transcript of Emergency Business Meeting of Female Liberation,” June 20, 1970, p. 2. Folder 8, box 
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Women who did not have any apparent connection with Cambridge/Boston also wrote to Female 

Liberation to find where women’s liberation was. The group received a letter from a woman in 

Ontario asking if there was a library in Toronto where she might be able to browse and borrow 

women’s liberation literature, and a Cleveland woman asked the group for “any names of women 

I can contact in the Cleveland area—possibly any organized women? What (if any) women’s 

revolutionary anti-imperialist groups are there in Cleveland?”6 That women had to contact 

Female Liberation from hundreds of miles away to find out what was happening in their own 

cities reflects in part the structure of the women’s liberation movement and the idiosyncrasies of 

the circulation of information about feminism and by feminists in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

In order for feminism to be sustainable, and indeed to grow, feminist ideas needed to 

circulate, as a letter to Female Liberation indicates:  

Dear Sisters: We are a working group of the recently formed Feminist Collective. We 
have chosen as a project researching the state of the Women’s Movement with particular 
emphasis on directions being taken to formulate long-term strategy to accomplish 
revolutionary change. Unless the ideas emerging in different places are shared, their 
effectiveness is lost. The need to establish communication among feminist groups is 
paramount. . . . Because of poor communication, it is easy to get the feeling that nothing 
is happening and to be unaware of any continuing growth or conscious direction in the 
movement.7 
 

However, the number of editorials and announcements referring to struggles the challenges of  

maintaining these places and feminist publications points to the fact that breaks and hiatuses in 

communication were not merely the effect of an idiosyncratic editorial collective. There were also 

internal and external material constraints. Obstacles to finding feminism could be the effect of a 

disconnected phone; the women’s center having moved because the group was evicted or being 

closed because a volunteer couldn’t make it in; or a periodical’s delayed production because of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
1, Rochelle Ruthchild Papers. 

6 Letter from Rina Szajman (Ontario), August 23, 1970. Folder 9 box 1, FL records; letter from Gini di 
Oliviera (Cleveland), December 5, 1969. Folder 8, box 1, FL records. 

7 Letter from  Nancy Davis, Nancy Rolf, Michele Schaal, and Mary Jo Van Hook, Female Liberation 
Newsletter, May 14, 1973, p. 3. SSC. 
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lack of funds, issues around the bulk mailing process, or a publisher’s conservative politics. The 

L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter refers to these ongoing material struggles in an editorial: 

Sisters Please Help! If we don’t receive your support, we’re NOT going to be able to pay 
the rent which means –NO place to get literature, NO place to meet, NO bigger Women’s 
Center, NO one to answer your questions, NO newsletter to inform you about Women’s 
Liberation activities in L.A. 

Only a small staff is doing ALL the work, for free. We are all going through difficult 
financial times. Many of us are on welfare or unemployed. It’s hard, SISTERS, but we’d 
be much further behind in the movement if we didn’t have a CENTER. Those who have a 
little more: we’re asking you to contribute more for those who have less. No contribution 
is too small. 

These are the financial facts—as of March 24 we have only $177 in the bank. When 
the proceeds of the feminist theatre are dispersed, we will receive $200 more. April’s rent 
is over $250 and this newsletter will cost $100—which leaves less than $25, not enough 
to pay the phone bill. 

Please make YOUR contribution TODAY to the Women’s Center.8 
 

The hard work women were doing on a daily basis to keep these places of feminism open and 

accessible reflects the significant role feminist space played in sustaining the women’s liberation 

movement. And the emphasis on money and labor power point to two of the more salient factors 

that shaped the emplacement of feminism. Periodicals, because they are often associated with 

feminist places, are thus useful sources for investigating the desires, challenges, successes, and 

politics around the formation and reproduction of these spaces. 

Not only did feminist periodicals locate the movement and give feminism a place by 

directing readers to relevant spaces, periodicals also located women. Female Liberation 

Newsletter published a letter with an editorial note just below it: 

Dear Freedy Freda: Just read about you in FL Newsletter (1/8/71). We would appreciate 
it if you would send us a copy of your paper on the Chastity Laws in Mass. when you 
have finished it. Our library is being used by more and more people, and I’m sure they 
would be interested in reading your paper. We will also list your paper in our catalogue. 
Thank you. Laura Murra, Women’s History Research Center [in Berkeley, CA] 
 
Note to Freedy Freda from the Editors: We’ve lost your address card, but we know you 
still receive the Newsletter through your roommate. Please get in touch with us, so that 
we can make another card for you.9 
 

                                                           
8 “Sisters Please Help!” L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, April 1971, p. 8. Folder 1, SCLSSR. 
9 Letter exchange in Female Liberation Newsletter, [postmarked January 29, 1971], p. 1. SSC. 
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This letter and editorial demonstrate several different ways that bodies occupy space. First, the 

letter materialized Murra herself and Freedy Freda, whom Murra was attempting to contact. 

Female Liberation Newsletter offers evidence that these women occupy space in the world. That 

Murra is associated with the Women’s History Research Center and that Freda receives the 

newsletter additionally marks them as feminists. Each is not only produced as a subject but also 

as a subject that reproduces feminism, ensuring it has a continued place in the world, so their 

emplacement as individuals gives feminism a material existence.  

Despite the materiality of the newsletter and the concrete ways in which both women are 

represented, Murra and Freda are, in the moment of reading the newsletter, only discursive 

entities. Chapter 3, however, demonstrates that this abstraction was a necessary and important one 

for the women’s liberation movement. An individual is unlikely to encounter the full extent of 

any social movement in a material or concrete way, and the fact that women experienced 

feminism through very personal transformations and on a very local scale means that imagining 

other movement actors was a central part of the movement’s reproduction. In the case of 

feminism, women were less likely to interact with the movement through a formal, national 

organization on a consistent basis and because consciousness raising challenged understandings 

of normal, common sense, and the boundaries of one’s public and private spheres. Therefore, 

knowing that they were part of a larger community whose members shared a similar vocabulary 

and philosophy for interpreting the world was vital. Benedict Anderson’s (1991) concept of an 

imagined community and Michael Warner’s (2002) elaboration of publics and counterpublics 

offer a theoretical lens for understanding the ontology of a political community as discursive, and, 

importantly, both scholars connect the formation of a community/public to texts. For Anderson, 

the increased circulation of print publications in the same language allowed people to see 

themselves as part of a community that not only extended beyond their specific locales but that 

extended beyond that which they could ever experience. Warner’s interest focuses less on the 

expanse of a group (in his case, a public) and instead centers on the productive labor of the text 
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itself.10 Describing a public as “a poetic world-making” (82), Warner understands a text as 

producing the world in which those it addresses exist. Through language, rhetoric, citations, and 

idioms “public discourse says not only: ‘Let a public exist,’ but: ‘Let it have this character, speak 

this way, see the world in this way’” (82). This approach to the relationship between a text and its 

audience foregrounds the productive and prescriptive nature of a publication.  

That the periodical is the medium of communication indicates that Murra—and indeed 

the newsletter’s editors themselves—did not have another way to locate Freda. As I show in 

Chapter 5, periodicals commonly served as spaces of conversation between readers and between 

readers and editors, so this phenomenon is not unusual. Nor is it unique to feminist periodicals, 

for letters sections in a wide range of periodicals create these conversations. However, the 

function they served for the women’s liberation movement—because of the movement’s structure 

and because of the ways women grappled with feminism and injustices in a deeply personal 

way—is a political and politicized one. 

 

Locating feminism 

Periodicals located feminism because they are manifestations of the movement. They were 

physical evidence that feminism existed, so wherever there was a feminist periodical there was  

feminism. The presence of a periodical in a particular place also marks that place as a space of 

feminism. Walking into someone’s living room, a business, or a community space and seeing an 

issue of a feminist newspaper or newsletter suggests that that at least in some small way, it is a 

space of feminism. Because feminist literature was such a clear way to mark a space, it could be 

found in bookstores, women’s centers, coffeehouses, and bars, where people wanted to create a 

politicized environment. As a result feminist publications, in their very presence and independent 

of particular content, can turn a place into a feminist location and act as a signal to those who 

enter.  
                                                           
10 For Warner a text ranges from a periodical to a speech to online media. 
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Periodicals locate feminism in a very pragmatic way: they tell readers where feminism 

can be found. Most had a calendar page or listings of events (see figures 1.1 and 1.2) as well as 

announcements about new CR groups, study groups, and activist collectives. Advertisements in 

periodicals also materialize feminism.11 Figure 1.3 from Sister includes ads for a travel company, 

Sojourner Bookstore, a synagogue, housing, classes in sensory awareness, and the Fox Venice 

theater. Many of the ads are for feminist businesses and services, so readers can call a phone 

number or show up at an address and find the movement. And even though the establishments 

may not be run by women or feminists, there is still a sense of community made possible through 

such ads because, as Sister’s policy explains, the businesses have been vetted so that patronizing 

them is understood as a feminist act. Thus, those places may also become sites where feminism is 

practiced. Through ads the movement expands to include stores, services, and commercial goods 

and as a result space is made for feminism to be produced in such locations. These ads give life to 

women’s liberation, multiplying its locations and providing additional evidence of its existence.   

Furthermore, periodicals produce feminism by giving it an ideological location. They are 

the site where debates about issues, instructions about one’s politics and daily practices (from 

“how to” pieces to announcements that urge women to boycott certain products or places to 

information about how to retain one’s given name upon marriage). More explicitly, periodicals 

often presented self-reflection, exposing readers to the editorial processes, struggles, and values, 

as does this editorial from Ain’t I a Woman?:  

After three issues of Ain’t I A Woman? the publications collective decided it was time for 
self criticism. The politics reflected in the paper have been less than we hoped they would 
be but, because we have been so busy learning the technical end of publishing a 
newspaper we had not taken the time to discuss the political meaning behind the articles 
we've written and published. We then discovered we really didn't know where each 
other’s heads were at so we went off together to talk about class, the media, The Red 
Women’s Detachment’s position on the Gay Liberation Front, the relationship of 
Women’s Liberation to the Third World, and what it means to live in the heart of the 
monster. 

                                                           
11 Not all periodicals printed ads and, of those that did, not all listed only those for feminist endeavors. 

Distaff, for example, accepted ads from a wide variety of local businesses. 
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We are sure of two things; (1) that we need nothing short of a revolution to end the 
oppression of poor women (2) that the subjects we deal with (day care, lesbianism, 
karate, etc.) are not middle class by nature but in our failure to see them in revolutionary 
terms, in relationship to all women, in relationship to class and race. We have been too 
concerned with personal accounts of what has been happening in pretty Iowa City and 
how important it is to us. We have to learn to speak from our own needs but constantly 
question the limits of our vision. We must try harder.12 

 
And appearing in the first issue of Distaff, thus suggesting its salience to the women who created 

the newspaper, is an essay on collective living. The authors (collectively) write, 

This was written so that we would have the opportunity to tell other women how we 
formed the women’s collective we are now living in, the various practical problems we 
came across, and the solutions we discovered. It is by no means meant as a guidebook to 
collective living, but as an introduction to one, and as far as we know the only, women’s 
collective now functioning in New Orleans. 

Living in a women’s collective is something else. something else than living “at 
home”, be it with parents, husband, lover or roommates. To understand the difference 
between living with female roommates and living in a women’s collective, one must 
understand the difference between girlfriends and “sisters”. For the woman who is 
serious about reassessing her identity as a human being and wanting to increase her 
involvement with the Women’s Movement beyond the purely intellectual stage, a 
women’s collective offers a good environment.13 

 
Although this piece explicitly disavows a prescriptive role—it is not telling women how to live 

collectively—it is nonetheless implicitly producing collectivity as a feminist way to live. Later in 

the issue the editors’ statement about Distaff describes it as “the collective effort of a large group 

of women.” Through its repetition, then, the concept of collectivity is given ideological 

prominence within the women’s liberation movement. 

Louis Althusser in his formative essay “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” 

describes ideology as, on the one hand, an  “imaginary representation of the real world” (1971, 

164) and, on the other, materially manifested (1971, 165-66). These two axes of ideology, for 

Althusser, are brought together by ideological state apparatuses, such as religion, the law, and 

economic systems, for they are the fields through which an ideology is given existence and a 

subject’s practices (e.g., praying, voting, consumer purchases, how leisure time is spent) are made 

                                                           
12 Editorial, Ain't I a Woman?, August 21, 1970, p. 2. IWA. 
13 “ Introduction to Ourselves” by Ann Wakefield as told to by Ann Wakefield, Phoebe Walmsley, Suzanne 

Pharr, Kris Potthorst, and Veronica Mullin, Distaff, January 1973, p. 6. NCCROW. 
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meaningful. Within this framework the ideal (as opposed to material) qualities of ideas have 

receded: “Ideas have disappeared as such. . . to the precise extent that it has emerged that their 

existence is inscribed in the actions of practices governed by rituals defined in the last instance by 

an ideological apparatus” (1971, 169-70). So, how then do feminist periodicals materialize 

feminism? How do these texts manifest feminist ideas and ideals?  

If ideologies are enacted through practice, then decisions about periodical production and 

content are effected by women’s beliefs and values, by their understandings of how feminism is 

and should be. The messages periodicals offer, implicitly and explicitly, are the results of 

decisions by editors. However, these decisions are not neutral nor are they made without 

constraint. Rather, they are effects of the interplay of material and ideological conditions. 

Editorial collectives produce feminist publications while negotiating, for example, their financial 

resources, their access to other resources and the means of production, the range of women 

helping with the production process, and the range of people contributing to the publication. 

Minutes from the Valley Women’s Center’s general meetings reflect the continued attention to 

their newsletter. “There will be a new system for getting the newsletter done more efficiently. 

Watch the log for details. Also we saw the need to define what the newsletter is and what we 

want to accomplish with it. We’ll talk about this at a staff meeting in the near future.”14 This 

statement neatly encompasses the attention to ideas and practices: efficiency intersects with 

objectives, the labor of production with the labor of definitions (see also Blanchard 1992, 93). 

Such a discussion risks reifying the ideal/material binary, yet ideas do not exist in a pure state but  

are made meaningful in their materiality. They are produced through and embodied in speech, 

acts, affect, thoughts, institutions, and things. An exploration of ideas and ideologies therefore 

necessarily involves considering their manifestations.  

Periodicals, of course, were not the only way to locate feminism. Feminist texts in the 

forms of books, anthologies, literature, academic scholarship, pamphlets, broadsides, art, and 
                                                           
14 “Minutes of Staff Meeting” October 29, 1972. Folder 4, box 1, VWC collection. 
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speeches were becoming more and more visible and accessible. As the introduction explains, 

periodicals nonetheless offer unique insight into the production and reproduction of the women’s 

liberation at the scale of the local and the quotidian. To develop a theoretical framework 

commensurate with the complexity and richness of these primary sources requires drawing from a 

wide range of literatures, including nineteenth- and twentieth-century history, social movement 

theories, geography, cultural studies, and visual studies as well as feminist theories about power, 

economy, and identity. What ties this motley range of literatures together is the history of the 

book, a field that explores facets of the social and cultural history of print communication through 

materials such as books, pamphlets, and periodicals. Historians of the book have constructed a 

particularly helpful framework that foregrounds the intertwining of discourse and materiality, of 

ideas and things.  

 

Histories of the book 

The history of the book, a field of scholarship that coalesced in the 1980s, offers “a social and 

cultural history of communication by print” (Darnton 1982b, 65). The field’s formation has been 

influenced primarily by scholars involved in the study of bibliography, history, and literary and 

cultural criticism, so its investments tend to be in historicizing texts both through the materiality 

of their production, distribution, and consumption as well as through their interpretations and 

meanings. The trajectory of book history is often narrated in relation to the French Annales 

School, the publication of The Coming of the Book (L’Apparition du livre; [1958] 1990) by 

Lucien Febvre and Henri Jean Martin, and D. F. McKenzie’s work on the sociology of texts and 

history of printing. As a point of origin, in the 1960s the Annales school produced a form of book 

historiography that moved away from the study of rare books and the avant garde and toward the 

study of “ordinary books” and the “experience of ordinary readers.” Its approach led to the 

formation of journals, centers, and conferences so that by the 1980s book history had become a 
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rich and growing field.15 Not only were structures established to physically house scholarship on 

history of the book, but ideological spaces opened up in which scholars could reframe their 

questions about print texts and expand the archive of primary sources from which they could 

draw. For example, Darnton notes that it was only by reading correspondence between book 

publishers that he was able to discern the impact of an order from a foreign minister to customs 

officials that mandated all imported shipments of books pass through Paris for inspection by the 

Parisian booksellers’ guild. He writes,  

With one stroke of the pen, this measure destroyed most of the book trade between the 
provincial booksellers and foreign publishers. Letters from the provincial dealers prove 
that it produced a crisis that lasted until the Revolution but had never been noticed by 
historians of the book trade, because they had confined their research to printed 
documents and administrative sources. (Darnton 2007, 501)  
 

Darnton does not appear to question the veracity of or motives behind those who penned these 

letters, taking their claims at face value. Still the kinds of documents and ephemera Darnton 

employs are now commonplace among book scholars. This imperative to look beyond traditional 

primary sources has provoked contemporary print historians to push the boundaries of their 

archives. 

Bibliography is the study of the material qualities of a text, specifically aspects like 

spelling, imagery that accompanies text, how different editions of a book change, and how many 

copies of a book are produced, sold, and preserved. Attention to these qualities of printed texts 

has primarily served the objective of locating what is essential about a text, or that which is 

inherent to a text (Sutherland 1988, 580), a project based on the assumption that a pure text exists 

regardless of social/political context and material form. Consider D. F. McKenzie’s claim that 

“the essential task of the bibliographer is to establish the facts of transmission for a particular 

text, and he will use all relevant evidence to determine the bibliographical truth” (1969, 61). In 

other words, bibliography is based on the assumption that there is an essence to a book that is 

reproduced through different editions and the objective is to uncover that original, or pure, text 
                                                           
15 See also Burke (2007) for a history of history of the book scholarship. 
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(Chartier 1994, 25; Adams and Barker 1993, 7). The history and trajectory of bibliographic 

scholarship is more complicated than this outline; however, I want to emphasize the focus of 

bibliographers on the physical features of a text as well as on the modes of its production, 

circulation, and reception. Even if bibliographers have dismissed misspellings as errata and 

different typefaces as irrelevant, they nevertheless placed these features of texts within the frame 

of analysis, features that previously fell outside the scope of historical, literary, and cultural 

scholarship.  

Attention to the material in relation to aesthetic, symbolic, and political aspects of printed 

material bridges the fields of bibliography, history, and literary and cultural studies. Historical 

studies of printing are rarely integrated into general historical studies (Eck, Enright, and Ringrose 

1990, 12-15), and studies of literature have a complex relationship with figures such as the author 

and the reader (Chartier 1994). This is not to say that book historians have reached consensus 

about how best to study printed texts or processes of interpretation. However, these scholars 

frequently base their approaches on Chartier’s claim the materiality of a text is not subtextual or 

ancillary to the text but is a significant historical matter. 

 

Textualities 

Julia Kristeva and Mikhail Bakhtin helped create the intertextuality as a mode of textual analysis 

that takes into account the multidirectionality of meaning and remains open to “reconstitution and 

reinterpretation” (Gray 2006, 34). But this model also must remain vigilant about power: all texts 

do not have the same impact or cultural capital (Gray 2006, 38)—for an individual, an era, a 

culture—nor are all interpretations equally valid (39) so sites of struggle over meaning are part of 

intertextuality. Focusing on processes of endoding and redecoding allow for the slipperiness of 

language and the endless deferral of meaning associated with poststructuralist theoretical lenses, 

as well as the reader’s experience of “determinate moments” (34) when consuming a text. This is 

the crux of the issue of meaning making: how to negotiate the potentially infinite ways a text can 
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mean something and also the limitations that foreclose certain meanings for certain people, 

certain times, and certain places. Although reading is, at one level, an irreducibly individual 

experience, nonetheless readers do produce consensus and consistency when it comes to meaning.  

Using intertextuality as a framework for the analysis of texts presents a challenge related  

precisely to what extent meaning is deferred. Although text A is influenced by text B, text B has 

been influenced by additional texts that have been influenced by additional texts, and so on. 

Returning to the analogy of a text as woven, Gunther Kress points out that we must then attend to 

“the issue of what precisely are the threads of which this woven thing is made up” (137). Not 

only does a thread connect to myriad other texts, it itself is not a bounded, coherent entity, for 

each thread-that-is-not-a-thread is made up of other threads-that-are-not-threads. Jonathan Gray 

writes, “any text can potentially connect with any other text, leaving the analyst trying to unravel 

a mess of tangled wires. . . in order to work with the concept of intertextuality, we must focus it” 

(36). Rather than attempt to excavate points of origin or definitively map the intertextual 

conversations produced through periodicals, intertextuality is something I presume in my 

analysis. The various pieces in periodicals reflect and produce conversations that are always 

already imbricated in previous conversations. As a frame for my project, history of the book 

scholarship brings my attention to the material facets of intertextuality, in the sense that the 

physical properties of a publication and the production process shape the kinds of conversations 

that can occur. Chapter 2 discusses how feminist politics and policies affect the published 

incarnation of a periodical. Commitments to sharing labor, consensus building, anticapitalism, 

and building community all contribute to the content. Unraveling all these threads and 

conversations would be impossible, so what is most important in my analysis is not where an idea 

or image or debate originated but how and where it moves, how it gains different vitalities in 

different incarnations.  

The following Female Liberation Newsletter editorial offers a glimpse of the kinds of 

intertextual conversations that periodicals facilitated. The author of this piece explains why the 
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group decided to support the United Women’s Contingent that would march in an antiwar 

demonstration in Washington, D.C., rather than appear as its own, separate organization:  

I would like to try and explain to the sisters who wrote in from Rhode Island why we 
have backed the United Women’s Contingent rather than stage “our own” march on 
Washington. . . . Rather than try and organize the antiwar movement ourselves, we will 
join with these other forces when it is possible, to express ourselves as women against the 
war. The Contingent seemed to us the best way to reach women who are not already in 
the female liberation movement with our ideas. Thousands of church women, working 
women, third world women, gay women, campus women and others will be out there on 
the 24th and we want to be there with them.16  
 

The editorial ends with an address to readers: “We would like to encourage women to write in 

their ideas on how they thing we should relate to other movements. Send articles or letters to the 

Newsletter.” Not only does this essay point to a prior text that it is engaging—a letter from Rhode 

Island feminists—it also urges others to continue the conversation. Chapter 5 discusses a series of 

letters published in Female Liberation Newsletter between July and September 1971 about female 

sterilization. The first letter is written by a woman describing her experience navigating the 

hospital’s policies that she reads as sexist. She ends the letter with “Comments, anyone?”17 The 

collective structures within which many feminist groups operated produced an intertextuality in 

which multiple voices would, in the same textual space, grapple with specific issues or ideas. 

Ain’t I a Woman? frequently included series of pieces about a particular theme, such as daycare, 

the process of putting out the periodical, the concept of collectivity, the relationship between class 

and women’s liberation, and sexuality. In one such cluster the editors write that the contributions 

were written in response to several theoretical questions about the power dynamics between gay 

and straight women and the politics of sexuality. They continue: “The first article following is a 

response by a ‘bisexual’ woman to the original question, and her feelings about the label. We felt 

it was important to print her response. The others are statements by a few members of the AIAW 

collective reflecting their personal feelings about the ‘gay/bisexual/straight’ issues.”18  

                                                           
16 “The United Women’s Contingent,” Female Liberation Newsletter, March 21, 1971, p. 6. SSC. 
17 Letter from Mary, Female Liberation Newsletter, July 26, 1971, p. 1. SSC. 
18 “Sexual Politics,” Ain’t I a Woman?, January 7, 1972, p. 2. IWY. See also Blanchard (1992, 88-91) for a 
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If there are potentially infinite nuances in interpretation and if semiosis is ceaseless—

meaning endlessly deferred and remade—then it becomes important to pay attention to moments 

of coagulation, moments when interpretation appears to congeal. Kress (2000) uses the terms 

punctuation (referring to its etymological root punctus, or point) to describe the condensation of 

potentially infinite meanings into a bounded range (if momentary and unstable) of meanings. 

Punctuation happens throughput a text’s life cycle—at moments of writing, layout,  printing, and 

reading, since at each of these stages decisions are made that will limit the range of meanings that 

can be produced from the text. Punctuation is also related to the physical parameters of the 

finished product, as Kress shows in his analysis of a British poll tax flyer from the early 1990s. 

He argues that one sheet of conventional letter-size paper will frame a text differently depending 

on whether it is left flat or folded in half. For example, folding allows there to be a front page and 

creates a linearity to reading a text that may not occur when a reader is confronted with one sheet 

(Kress 2000, 143-44). These two forms offer examples of different punctuations, as are 

constraints like the social occasion in which the text is consumed, genre, paragraph breaks, 

sentences, and phrases.  

Many of these moments of punctuation are paratextual, or are related to that which falls 

outside the text proper (Genette 1997). Paratextual features can be discursive, including titles, 

publisher information, and testimonials from other writers and readers, and they can be material, 

such as the size of the publication, how it is bound, the typeface used, and how many pages it 

contains. In this sense the paratext is auxiliary. Its purpose is to ensure that the text is “read 

properly according to the author’s designs” (McCoy 2006, 156), so the paratext guides the 

reader—implicitly and explicitly—by fitting the text into a certain genre of writing and by 

instructing how the text could or should be consumed (see also Santana 2000, ch. 3). One may 

also regard the paratext as that which occupies a different temporal space than the text proper, for 

                                                                                                                                                                             
discussion of the how the editorial collective presented different perspectives in the Baltimore 
periodical Women: A Journal of Liberation. 
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page numbers, authors’ dedications, and the kind of paper used are generally added subsequently 

to the words the author wrote (Chartier 2007, 513). Book historians have taken up the paratext as 

a concept but not without critique, specifically regarding the boundary between text and paratext. 

For a conventional book the “text proper” (McDonald 2006, 223) may be more clear: it is that 

which is written by the author. However, McDonald notes that the while paratext does serve as a 

frame for writing, writing is also excessive and not fully containable within frames. The genre of 

periodicals further blurs the point where the text ends and paratext begins because there are so 

many different kinds of writing and a frequent lack of clarity about the authorship of a text (either 

because pseudonyms or no name is used or because a text is collectively written). 

On the one hand, the paratext works the way it does because readers draw upon an 

already existing framework in order to make it meaningful. For example, certain presses have  

reputations regarding books related to specific themes or topics, and some  testimonials on the 

back cover of books will carry more cultural capital than others; therefore, interpretations of  

books will be shaped by such paratextual aspects. In other words, a text’s meaning will always be 

constrained and that the forces of constraint are only partly related to the meaning of the words or 

images. On the other hand, analyses of the paratext implicitly suggest, there is no “text proper,” 

no pure text, because the text cannot be separated from the paratext and there is no immaterial 

text (Chartier 1992, 53). With so many different kinds of texts in a periodical—letters, articles, 

poems, advertisements, announcements, calendars, photographs, drawings—it is even more 

difficult to identify a text proper. Therefore, it is not my intent to make an argument about where 

the text ends and the paratext begins but to use the paratext to as a guide in my analysis of 

feminist periodicals. 

The paratextual features of feminist periodicals can be read for the ways they prescribe 

feminism as well as the ways they challenge mainstream media. Extensive letters sections imply 

the dialogic interactions on which feminist encounters are based. The valuing and authorizing of 

nonexpert knowledge implies that one need not fit into a certain identity category to make 
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valuable and necessary contributions. Teaching women skills related to reporting, page layout, 

and printing implies that all women could learn such skills in contrast to the patriarchal narratives 

that deemed women appropriate for only certain kinds of labor. In fact, women should learn such 

skills in order democratize knowledge and prevent some people from getting stuck doing the 

same task or doing “shit work.” Because the paratext offers insight into beliefs, values, and norms 

it is important to read the messages embedded in it as well as the labors of production it reveals.  

 

Collective identity formation 

Scholars have created models for understanding a political group in terms of collective identity 

formation and in relation to a social movement, which highlight the importance of a shared sense 

of purpose that congeals around goals and practices. As Alberto Melucci contends, a collective 

identity “ensures the continuity and permanence of the movement over time” in part by providing 

“criteria by which its members recognize themselves and are recognized” (1996b, 49; Melucci 

1996a, 75). In other words, the identity of a social movement needs to have closure, to have a 

proper discursive, material, and temporal space.  

Without boundaries that demarcate “us” and “them,” as well as between “us” and “not-

us,” there is no social movement. Importantly, though, the boundaries between these groups are 

not monolithic, static, or transparent. Within second wave feminism there are, for example, liberal 

feminists, radical feminists, socialist feminists, Marxist feminists, cultural feminists, lesbian 

feminists, lesbian separatist feminists, third world feminists, women of color feminists, Chicana 

feminists, black feminists, and so on. Within each subgroup further demarcations can be made, 

and many women formed coalitions across such subgroups. Identity is complicated also by its 

extension into affective and material realms, for an identity is not only a name, and is not only the 

cognitive recognition that I have something in common with you (Berezin 2001; Polletta and 

Jasper 2001; Tarrow 1998, 111-12-emotion and mobilization). Contemporary scholars of subject 

formation, identity formation, and collective identity formation generally agree that an identity’s 
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meaning is dynamic across time and that different, likely contradictory, understandings of it exist 

simultaneously. One challenge for social movement actors, then, is to control the meaning of their 

collective identity. These struggles occur both within the boundaries of the movement (among 

insiders) as well as across these boundaries (between movement insiders and outsiders).  

Approaching collective identity from this perspective allows us to analyze it by asking 

what, how, when, where does closure occur? Under what conditions is the term “feminism” or 

“women’s liberation” reified momentarily, and what makes some meanings more durable than 

others? Periodicals are a particularly useful source for addressing questions such as these because 

they offer a wide range and variety of moments of reification. In each issue there are a number of 

different voices represented and different genres of writing. For periodicals that were published 

over a number of years, dozens of different issues exist for each publication. Therefore, 

periodicals allow us to track the movement of ideas in three different ways: across space, time, 

and author. This approach thus considers collective identity formation as an accumulation of 

moments of reification (or punctuation), moments in which an idea about feminism is articulated 

and becomes solidified. Although the effect of punctuation differs in different contexts, the 

repetition of language, images, and practices nonetheless demonstrates what editors and 

contributors found meaningful. 

 

The practice of feminism 

In The Practice of Everyday Life Michel de Certeau offers a cultural analysis of the below, the 

everyday, the underside, and the micro. He argues that we need to pay attention to practices of 

use by those who are not the makers of what they use (1984, xiii) and analyzes certain modes of 

inhabiting space—reading and walking in particular—as interruptions and creative uses of places 

and tools that reproduce the “proper” (propre) and elaborates his project as “[bringing] to light 

the clandestine forms taken by the dispersed, tactical, and makeshift creativity of groups or 

individuals already caught in the nets of ‘discipline,’” forms that constitute an “antidiscipline” in 
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the process (xiv-xv). He explains, “If it is true that the grid of ‘discipline’ is everywhere 

becoming clearer and more extensive, it is all the more urgent to discover how an entire society 

resists being reduced to it, what popular procedures (also ‘miniscule’ and quotidian) manipulate 

the mechanisms of discipline and conform to them only in order to evade them, and finally, what 

‘ways of operating’ form the counterpart, on the consumer’s (or ‘dominee’s’?) side, of the mute 

processes that organize the establishment of socioeconomic order” (xiv).  

De Certeau shows that place (the proper) is turned into space through a multitude of 

practices and at innumerable moments throughout a day. He writes, “the street geometrically 

defined by urban planning is transformed into a space by walkers. In the same way, an act of 

reading is the space produced by the practice of a particular place: a written text, i.e., a place 

constituted by a system of signs” (117). A street and a text are grids, laid out according to a 

particular logic. They are places. But through use—walking or reading, or doing something not 

necessarily pre-inscribed (e.g., some forms of public sex, writing in the margins of a library 

book)—they become unpredictable. Walking and reading show that the interruption of proper 

places and the concomitant creation of (tactical) spaces is not necessarily the effect of progressive 

(antisexist, antiracist, antiheterosexist. . .)  practices. For de Certeau myriad everyday practices 

are “victories of the ‘weak’ over the ‘strong’” (xix). They disrupt the dominant order through 

“use,” making places liveable, “reintroducing into them the plural mobility of goals and desires” 

(xxii). In other words, simply by cooking a meal or stepping into a store one is turning place into 

space, interjecting something unpredictable by moving through or occupying a place.    

In many ways feminist practices reflect a reliance on the tactical, on temporally and 

spatially ephemeral practices that locate it, albeit without much security: “The place of the tactic 

belongs to the other. A tactic insinuates itself into the other’s place, fragmentarily, without taking 

it over in its entirety. . . . It has at its disposal no base where it can capitalize on its advantages, 

prepare its expansions, and secure independence with respect to its circumstances. . . . Whatever 

it wins it does not keep” (1984, xix). According to de Certeau through tactics such as storytelling 
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“things extra and other (details and excesses coming from elsewhere) insert themselves into the 

accepted framework, the imposed order [and the] surface of this order is everywhere punched and 

torn open by ellipses, drifts, and leaks of meaning: it is a sieve order” (de Certeau 1984, 107). 

This very clearly describes the work that feminism did and the (non)places from which women 

chose and were forced to work. The assemblage of practices that is feminism attempts to locate 

and grow the cracks, fissures, and interstices of certain norms. Feminism—understood as 

tactical—has made visible the constructedness and violence of norms by altering and resisting 

their reiteration.  

Existing precariously, feminist collectives sustained themselves by making do (de 

Certeau 1984, 66), using what tools they could grasp at a particular time and place and with what 

financial resources they could garner. The repetition of calls for assistance in feminist periodicals 

reflect their struggle to sustain places of feminism. Within the eleven (extant) issues published 

during its first year, the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter appeals to readers seven different 

times for assistance, including, 

The women on the staff of the newsletter should be able to work on it at the VWC, since 
things change all the time and it’s easier to keep up with current news. HELP! (4/8/71, 
n.p.) 
 
If everyone on the mailing list paid but $1 a month we would have $450-$500 a month to 
work with, WHICH WE NEED! There was also a suggestion that everyone who works at 
the center should submit a statement of monetary needs, and a priority list could be 
developed (in case we get enough money to pay staff . .). (12/15/71 p. 1) 
 
HELP!!! We need contributions. as of Jan. 20, we have only $120. in the treasury. It costs 
approximately $240/mo. to run the center. So we/you definately [sic] need our/your 
support. Especially considering the big phone bill that is soon expected. we are also 
looking for an electric typewriter and another, really and truly functional this time, 
mimeograph machine. Help? (1/72 p. 5) 
 

These excerpts show that a considerable amount of feminist time, energy, and resources were 

devoted to and necessary for establishing feminist places. I use the term place purposefully, 

informed by de Certeau’s distinctions between space and place, because feminist periodicals 

reveal the importance of establishing places where feminism could exist: by creating women’s 
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centers and bookstores, taking over public and private spaces through zap actions, marches, and 

demonstrations, having phone numbers women could call for information and referral, publishing 

books and periodicals, making music and art, and advocating for antisexist, antiracist, and 

antihomophobic legislation. As the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter suggests, though, tactics 

do not necessarily offer many opportunities to produce a sustainable movement. Chapters 2 and 5 

discuss the materials and materiality of feminism by foregrounding practices of production and 

the periodicals themselves. However, the main focus of this dissertation is the circulation of 

discourses and how the repetition of text and images shaped the ideas and practices of feminism. 

One way to think about how tactics work, is provided by Butler’s theory of 

performativity. Performativity relies on the “power of discourse to produce effects through 

reiteration” (1993, 26) through the continuous citation and reiteration of norms. Rather than 

describing an action that is done by a subject, performativity refers to the repetition that 

ontologizes the subject because it also produces what it declares (107). Through performativity a 

body becomes a subject—becomes intelligible—as identity categories are effected on, or 

performed through, that body’s surface. Through constant reiteration, norms can be naturalized, 

allowing performativity to gain an act-like status and concealing the fact that identity categories 

are not original, but are produced as they are declared (12). Some norms (including categories of 

gender and sexuality), through their seemingly ubiquitous citation and their relationship of mutual 

constitution with other norms, gain a solidity and inevitability. They are naturalized. Consider 

Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner’s claim that heteronormativity not only is produced through 

more explicitly sexual moments but also is found “in almost every aspect of the forms and 

arrangements of social life: nationality, the state, and the law; commerce; medicine; and 

education; as well as in the conventions and affects of narrativity, romance, and other protected 

spaces of culture” (1998, 554-55). They continue, “Heterosexuality involves so many practices 

that are not sex that a world in which this hegemonic cluster would not be dominant is, at this 

point, unimaginable” (557). The hegemony of norms, which are secured through proper 
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(repetitive) operations, effects the illusion that there is no other—no other way of being, thinking, 

or doing. It then becomes vital to ask how to imagine something different, or how, in fact, to 

imagine differently? Or, to frame the question in terms of repetition, what are the possibilities for 

enacting repetition with a difference? 

This question is one that activists, artists, thinkers, and dreamers have answered in 

myriad ways, and even within the women’s liberation movement there were innumerable 

attempts to imagine and materially produce a different kind of future. These ideas and practices 

are an attempt to interrupt the repetition of ideologies such as patriarchy, capitalism, homophobia, 

imperialism, racism, and classism. Repetition although working in service of reproducing norms 

also exposes their instability because they must be repeated in order to be discursively naturalized 

and constituted as original or real. Moreover, norms never fully contain a subject, and a subject 

can never fully embody a norm, so repetition is always tinged with failure: norms are never 

completely secured. There are slippages and excess between the signifier and the signified, so 

subjects performatively attempt identifications, only to never fully achieve them (Butler 1993, 

105). This opens up the possibility for subjects to work within discourse and power to effect 

resignifications.  For Butler this ontological instability—“the possibility of a failure to repeat”—

makes transformation possible (1990, 179) and is part of a liberatory politics: 

The incompletion of every ideological formulation is central to the radical democratic 
project’s notion of political futurity. The subjection of every ideological formation to a 
rearticulation of these linkages constitutes the temporal order of democracy as an 
incalculable future, leaving open the production of new subject-positions, new political 
signifiers, and new linkages to become rallying points for politicization. (1993, 193; 
emphasis in the original) 
 

In many ways feminism can be understood as a project of making visible the incompletion of the 

ideological formation of identity categories by rearticulating and resignifying them. Interrupting 

the repetition of norms about what women could and should do indeed made possible “new 

subject-positions, new political signifiers, and new linkages to become rallying points for 

politicization.” 
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 Repetition has been a powerful trope, for through repetition it is possible to examine 

both openness and closures in the women’s liberation movement. And periodicals, because of 

their seriality, are ideal media to use in this context. Repetition allows meaning to appear solid, 

so, for example, when figures of Indochinese women and the term “sister” appear widely and 

consistently, the potential range of meanings associated with that term or image narrows and 

certain connotations will be reinforced as the dominant (or proper) ones. They thus constitute a 

discourse that produces and reproduces a proper feminist ideological space. In The History of 

Sexuality, Michel Foucault explores the various ways that sex has been transformed into a 

discourse. Through institutions such as the law, medicine, religion, and the state, sex becomes a 

discursive practice, by which the truth of sex becomes an effect of “statements, terms, categories, 

and beliefs” (Scott 1988, 35) constituting and constituted by each field. Discourses, then, frame 

feminism in a way that lets the repetition of acts be seen as a pattern, as coherent. For example, 

feminist discourse understands a woman’s refusal to take the last name of a man she marries to be 

an act that resists legal and governmental patriarchy, interrupting the repetition of conventional 

state-based practices that produce “woman” or “wife” as an identity category. Making an act 

meaningful, thus, is not just a cognitive process but is also an enactment of power, for discourses 

are imbricated in power, whether they transmit, produce, reinforce, undermine, or expose it 

(Foucault 1978, 100-101). Even though feminists were a minority and struggled in many ways to 

seize and keep resources and to challenge dominant discourses, they also developed their own 

feminist discourses—such as the discourse of sisterhood—which need to be interrogated and 

deconstructed. this dissertation does so by considering how discourses are formed through 

repetition. Chapters 3 and 4, for example, examine not just the fact that certain terms or images 

are repeated but also the discursive and historical contexts in which they are invoked. In addition 

to examining the discursive parameters of terms and images, I use chapters 2 and 5 to offer 

insight into the material conditions of repetition. 
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Putting performativity in conversation with social movement literature and feminist 

periodicals suggests that there must be a balance between openness and closure, that contingency 

can be both a liability and revolutionary. To make an analogy between gender identity and 

collective identity, if we presume that “woman” is a kind of “false stabilization” (Butler 1990, 

172), then feminism too is an illusion and must be sustained through the repetition of acts, the 

effect of which produces feminism as coherent. In this sense, understanding a social movement as 

the repetition of ideas, materials, and affects exposes it as an unstable phenomenon, one that must 

continually be reinforced, reproduced, and reiterated on micro, mezzo, and macro scales. If this 

repetition must continually occur through tactics—through guerrilla acts, making do—then there 

will be a limited set of possibilities for reproducing the movement through time. These 

possibilities are different than the ones available when one has access to a “proper,” to a place, to 

the kind of security that comes with knowing next month’s rent and phone bill can be paid. 

Because a social movement is more than its ideas and discourse—it comprises people, offices and 

office supplies, leaflets and periodicals, events, money, and media coverage—numerous and 

varied resources are necessary to produce and sustain political activism. A social movement 

therefore needs such discursive and material solidity—or at least the appearance of both. Social 

movement actors need to know that what they believe in and the places they associate with these 

beliefs will exist tomorrow, and the next day, and the next. At the same time, there needs to be 

flexibility and the ability to accommodate a future that is different than the one imagined through 

the social movement discourse. Elizabeth Grosz insightfully urges us to “think the idea of 

direction or trajectory without being able to anticipate a destination” (1988, 41) and to understand 

“the processes of production and creation in terms of an openness to the new instead of a 

preformism of the expected” (53).  

Heeding Grosz’s call to navigate the present (and past) with a sense that the future is 

radically open, this dissertation considers temporality through repetition and asks specifically  

what parts of a social movement need to be fixed or closed and what parts need to remain open 
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and flexible in order for the movement to be sustainable? What factors shape this open/closed 

dynamic? Framing this question temporally, this dissertation investigates how  repetition enables 

a feminist present to become a feminist future.  
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Chapter 3 

Spaces of Feminism: Bodies, Practices, and Modes of Production 

 

On the back of the last page of the January 1974 issue of the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter 

the editors provide some instructions: 

well folks!!! to spice up this newsletter - we have made this a real test of skill and 
fortitude. The following are directions on how to read this newsletter. 
1) the Valley Women’s Union (VWU) article comprises 8 pages. 

 a. read first four pages 

 b. go to back side of first page, turn upside down, and read (numbered 5) 

 c. next read the backsides of 2, 3, 4, right side up, in that order (numbered 6, 7, 8) 

2) CHCP [Community Health Care Project] article on health insurance are the fifth and 
sixth pages going forward again - meaning it comes after the first four pages of the VWU 
article. 

3) News items are on the back side of page 4 of VWU, and the back side of the first page 
of the CHCP article. 

GOOD LUCK!!1 

 

When I first encountered this issue in the archive at the Sophia Smith Collection it appeared 

similar to the dozens of issues I had read previously: mimeographed on 8 1/2 x 11–inch paper, 

stapled in the top left corner, a crease down the middle because it had been folded in half to be 

mailed. As soon as I turned the page, though, disorientation emerged. The pages are out of order, 

some page numbers have been handwritten, suggesting they were added after the page’s stencil 

had been typed for the mimeograph machine, and one page is upside down. And because the 

directions for how to read the issue “in order” are at the end of the issue the issue borders on 

illegibility—until encountering the last page, after which it becomes possible to return to the first 

page and reread the issue according to the new parameters, in a way that produces coherent parts 

of a coherent whole.  

                                                           
1 Editorial, Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, January 1974, p. 8. Folder 2, box 4, VWC records. 
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What interrupts comprehension is not simply disorder but disorder produced by human 

bodies. The disorder is evidence of people who labored to produce this text: five pieces of 8 1/2  x 

11-inch paper translucent enough that traces of the inked words on the other side of the page 

appear, stapled in the top left corner of the first page, with page numbers handwritten (apparently 

by different people, some numbers appear in brackets, “[5],” at the bottom of the page, and others 

in a circle placed at the top right corner), with typos, and with that crease down the middle from 

being mailed (see figure 2.1). Machines may reproduce some of these marks, but they are 

nonetheless effects of human intervention, of people whose idiosyncrasies are manifest in the 

textual and paratextual effects that distinguish feminist periodicals from mainstream, for-profit 

serials as well as those from the nonfeminist underground. These distinctions both reflect and 

produce feminism. Errata, handwriting, ink unevenly spread over the mimeograph machine’s 

drum causing lighter and darker shades of text on the periodical page, and nonparallel lines of 

text, for example, are realizations of a certain production ethic and process. Any publication 

contains paratextual marks that reveal publication values and processes of production. However, 

understanding these marks as the effect of feminist politics and practices gives both them and 

feminism meaning. Modes and politics of production are thus more than material facets of a 

publication. They are an accumulation of ideas, ideals, feelings, and desires manifested through 

access to money, laboring bodies, access to other resources, and the materiality of the text being 

published. This chapter offers a close reading of the publication process in service of analyzing 

feminist spatiality, asking how feminist periodicals produce spaces and places of feminism. 

Pulling the concept of repetition through the chapter is attention to that which is repeated and that 

which needs to be repeated in order for feminist spaces to exist. I start with an exploration of the 

importance of producing and sustaining the where of feminist places and then examine how 

specific production values changed the order and organization of conventional places. 
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Cartographies of feminist space 

Spaces of feminism are potential and imagined spaces as well as those that can be experienced 

materially. On the one hand, spaces must be imagined before feminism can be practiced there. 

People had to be able to imagine that a women’s center was needed for the community and then 

imagine that a storefront, office, or house could become that space. Someone had to imagine a 

newsletter or newspaper before it could exist as a space for feminist news, ideas, experiences, and 

debates. On the other hand, places in which feminist activism, publications, and ideals could be 

imagined and then practiced were needed. The women’s center, the periodical, the bookstore, the 

street where a collective is demonstrating, the living room where a consciousness raising 

collective meets must exist in order for women to do material and ideological work to produce 

and reproduce feminism. Both kinds of spaces, therefore, are interdependent.2  

Space is not neutral. It is not something that exists out there, in which bodies and objects 

live and move. Nor is it a homogenous empty container that then becomes filled with bodies and 

objects. Rather, as feminists, geographers, and cultural studies theorists have argued, space is 

produced through the circulation of power and social interactions, it is also productive of power 

and social relations, and it is varied, variable, symbolic, material, imagined, bounded, porous, 

ordered, and in tension with other spaces, among other things. Space, importantly, is also 

imbricated in identity, as subjects and identities exist in space, and spaces themselves become 

gendered, raced, classed, nationalized, etc.3 Nor is space a new theme for feminist activists, 

theorists, or scholars, whether they offer critical examinations of the production of space or 

express the need to access it.4 But claiming space for women and feminism and analyzing the 

                                                           
2 Trysh Travis notes that the women in print movement hope to “create a space of freedom for women” 

and “ultimately changed the dominant world outside that space” (2008, 276).  
3 These literatures are vast and varied, and it is beyond my project to present a thorough listing of each. 

However, my argument in this chapter is influenced by Martin and Mohanty (1986,; Massey (1994, 
2005, 2006, 2009), Kirby (1996), Hetherington (1997, ch. 1), Sánchez-Eppler and Patton (2000), Barad 
(2001), Enke (2003, 2007), Ahmed (2004), Jackson (2005), and Hengehold (2007). 

4 I would be remiss if I did not refer to Virginia Woolf’s well worn phrase “a room of one’s own,” also 
the title of an essay, which refers both to the importance of women having a physical space as well as 
psychic and intellectual space in order to write. In feminist scholarship examinations of the 
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norms of spaces was only part of the feminist battle. As Enke notes, the women’s liberation 

movement “depended on taking over and re-defining public spaces, and on challenging sexist 

geographies” (2003, 636).  

The structure of the women’s liberation movement—as primarily informal, grassroots, 

diffused, provisionally interconnected—meant that much of the activism was occurring at a very 

local scale and also in places that might be considered part of one’s everyday. Even grander 

actions like marches on Washington DC, the Miss American pageant protests in Atlantic City, the 

production of Ms. magazine, and the campaign to pass the Equal Rights Amendment can be 

distilled to everyday practices, or, rather, to a rethinking of such practices (see Ffrench 2004). 

Such actions emerged from and commented on the way women’s bodies do, could, and should 

occupy space, drawing connections between what happens in our supposedly private lives and the 

spheres of politics, law, economics, medicine, etc. 

Of course it is not only in spaces of feminism that feminism has been reimagined and 

cultivated, but such spaces were implicitly (and often explicitly) designated for the purpose of 

ensuring feminism’s existence. This chapter examines the existence of feminism through the 

production of spaces as feminist, building on Michel de Certeau’s distinction between tactics and 

strategies. The language de Certeau uses indicates the significance of both space and time to 

determining what is tactical and what is strategic. Strategy, he claims, is the “victory of space 

over time” (1984, xix; see also 36). He describes scientific writing as that which, falling into the 

disciplinary realm of strategy, “ceaselessly reduces time. . . to the normality of an observable and 

readable system” (89), whereas tactical movements are “unpredictable,”  “heterogeneous” (34), 

and surprising (37). Therefore, it makes sense to understand tactical unpredictability as both 

spatial and temporal. Occupying space tactically relies on the conditions of an open future. If 

something is uncertain its temporal and spatial trajectories are unpredictable: we cannot know its 

                                                                                                                                                                             
public/private binary have been particularly prominent, regarding, for example, what gets demarcated as 
domestic space and work space and how bodies are made meaningful within those spaces.  
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manifestation or effects in a place from moment to moment. The implications of de Certeau’s 

argument are that strategies reproduce dominant relations of power whereas tactics interrupt these 

relations. In fact, his proposal that tactics are “determined by the absence of power” (38) suggests 

that a tactic can exist only as an interruption or as resistance. 

 

Tactical Feminism 

In September 1973 Sister reported on a demonstration in support of Farah (a garment company) 

employees: 

Sponsored by the National Organization for Women and coordinated nationally by Arlie 
Scott and locally by Margaret Handy, one of many demonstrations against the Farah 
Mfrg Co. was staged at Bullock’s downtown, 7th & Hill, at 11:00 A.M. on August 25th. 
Members of local feminist groups such as: The L.A. Women’s Union, L.A. N.O.W., The 
Feminist Women’s Health Center, Sister Newspaper and the newly formed Hollywood 
Chapter of N.O.W. came together to show their support to their Chicano sisters, and to 
protest Bullock’s refusal to stop carrying Farah’s products.  

A good feeling prevaded [sic] the action, and a strong desire to stand united against 
injustice remained with us after it ended. Female and Chicano labor must no longer be 
equated with cheap labor. The struggle will continue, and it will be won.5  

 
With this description feminism is given a location. Women—feminists—are marching through 

the streets, taking up space that is conventionally reserved for other uses, and making feminism 

visible, audible, and, if one is in the area, unavoidable. These kinds of public, mass events gave 

feminism a physical place. In addition to producing it as a particular political practice and a force 

to be reckoned with for both movement insiders and outsiders, demonstrations made the group 

and its claims public—to those who witnessed it firsthand, through reports by media sources, and 

                                                           
5 “!Viva La Huelga!” by Maria Chardon, Sister, September 1973, p. 1. SCLSSR. In May 1972 workers—

who were primarily Chicanas—at the El Paso, Texas, Farah factory went on strike until March 1974, 
when they won the right to union representation. Their efforts were recognized in part by a national 
boycott of Farah pants, a boycott that received coverage in a wide range of feminist periodicals (e.g., 
the Asian Women’s Center Newsletter [December 19, 1973 and May 1974],  Triple Jeopardy 
[November-December 1973], Female Liberation [October 23, 1972], Distaff [October 1973], Feminist 
Newsletter [Chapel Hill, North Carolina, August 5, 1973].) Note that the title of the article in Sister is 
the title of the strikers’ newsletter. 
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through word of mouth—reinforcing the group’s solidarity and pushing those in positions of 

authority to take the group seriously (Sewall 2001, 58).6  

Marches and demonstrations also frequently characterized the way feminists celebrated 

International Women’s Day. The Valley Women’s Center Newsletter describes the events in 

Northampton in 1976: 

On Monday, March 9, Northampton women continued the tradition of International 
Women’s Day Demonstrations with a march on Main Street. The march began at 4:30, 
gathering between the 100 and 150 women as it moved from the Bridge St. School, 
through the center of town, up to Smith College, and back to the Unitarian Church for 
refreshments and music. 

Women from 16 community groups including the VWU, Mother Jones Press, Lesbian 
Gardens, Emma Goldman Brigade, Women’s Health Collective, Puerto Rican Solidarity 
Committee and P.E.S. participated with other community women to make their presence 
and struggle known. 

Everyone agreed that they had a great time and that the march was a success. Thanks 
go to Beth and Blue from the [Valley] Women’s Union for the time and energy they put 
into organizing the march, and also to the Communications and Outreach workgroup for 
our beautiful new VWU banner.7 

 

In Los Angeles for the 1971 International Women’s Day March “women, with arms linked, 

joyously sang a feminist song, each one of them overpowered by the growing sense of sisterhood 

and strength the successful demonstration had given to each of them.”8  

Framing these events in terms of the tactic/strategy dichotomy I offer two readings: First, 

despite the success of a demonstration, it was ephemeral, temporally and spatially. And, second, a 

demonstration was successful because it was ephemeral, temporally and spatially. The last 

paragraph of the article about International Women’s Day in Los Angeles reads,  

Sojourner Truth [a statue of whom they had carried while marching] no longer graces 
Pershing Square (the L.A. Park Development removed her within one hour after the 
demonstration had ended) but the Women’s Liberation movement in L.A. will remember 
her as a symbol of courage and strength in demanding freedom for women and an end to 

                                                           
6 Alice Echols describes the 1968 Miss America Pageant protest in Atlantic City, New Jersey, as 

“[marking] the end of the movement’s obscurity because the protest—the movement’s first national 
action—received extensive press coverage” (1989, 93). 

7 “International Women’s Day,” Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, March-April 1976, p. 6. Folder 2,box 
4, VWC collection. 

8 Ethel H., “March 8th International Women’s Day Celebration Rousing Success,” L.A. Women’s 
Liberation Newsletter, April 1971, p. 2. Folder 1, LAWLM collection. 
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male supremacy. If you too are interested in joining with your sisters in the struggle, 
contact the Women’s Center for information.  

 
The event was a momentary interruption in and of space: As a specific social movement strategy, 

events are designed to be temporary, so for a short while there may be a carnivalesque eruption of 

feminism, a “temporary liberation from the prevailing truth and from the established order” 

(Bakhtin 1984, 10). Therefore, the transience of an event is related also to its relationship with the 

established order. The events I describe above were likely sanctioned by the city so that the 

women were given official permission to, for a prescribed period of time and within particular 

spatial boundaries (i.e., women were allowed to march only along a particular route and occupy 

only a particular space for the demonstration), transform the city streets and square into feminist 

spaces.9 The dominant conventions of the city, however, return quickly after the event’s end, 

reappropriating the space and returning it to its regular functions: only one hour after the march in 

Los Angeles an official government body came to take the statue of Sojourner Truth down, 

erasing traces of the demonstrators (except discursive and perhaps affective ones) and reinforcing 

the impermanence of an event’s materiality and the temporal boundaries of its spatial presence.   

On the one hand then, these International Woman’s Day marches and Farah 

demonstration were successful despite their impermanence, because of the affect and energy 

experienced and perceived by the articles’ authors, the fact that feminism was given a real, 

material presence, the productions of feminism as a diverse political movement, and the 

galvanizing effect of the dozens of hours of organizing by multiple actors. Such an atmosphere, 

though, cannot be sustained, both because the city—the assemblage of institutions that occupy the 

space “properly” and strategically and gave women permission for the interruption—would not 

allow it and because the group organizing the event would not have the resources to do so. The 

frequent, persistent requests in periodicals for readers’ time, money, and other assistance shows 

that most collectives were far from having access to the resources they needed to secure their 

                                                           
9 On the temporality of the event see McAdam and Sewell (2001, 101-2). 
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material means of existence. On the other hand, the event is successful because of its 

impermanence, because of the way it changed the space of the city, drawing attention to the space 

precisely because it is being used differently, unusually. To hold this kind of event in a pre-

existing feminist space (if such a space existed) may have similar effects, such as joy, an 

affirmation of feminism’s continued existence, and the feeling of being part of something bigger 

than oneself. However, then the event would not be a tactical interruption of dominant relations 

of power but, rather, an affirmation of the dominant relations of feminism. According to de 

Certeau a tactic is a “calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locus. . . . Thus it 

must play on and with a terrain imposed on it and organized by the law of a foreign power [and] 

vigilantly make use of the cracks that particular conjunctions open in the surveillance of the 

proprietary powers” (1984 36-37). The International Women’s Day event is tactical thus because 

it is a feminist takeover of a proper place, a place in which capitalism, patriarchy, racism, 

imperialism, etc. are reproduced without thought and as part of people’s daily practices. Women 

are inserting themselves into a place where feminism does not belong, where they—as 

feminists—do not belong.  

 Imagine experiencing the marchers’ approach. In the middle of your daily walk or work 

you can first hear them in the distance, singing and chanting. The sound grows, and then you see 

the first marchers. And then more women are filling the street, until you are almost surrounded. 

Transforming the streets and the square in this way is a practice that turns place into space. 

According to de Certeau, in a place “the law of the ‘proper’ rules,” while a space “has none of the 

univocality of a ‘proper’” (1984, 117). Place is stable while space is ambiguous.  Place is a 

product while space is produced. Place is closed while space is open. Therefore, space is what can 

emerge through the interruption of the laws that govern a place. The International Women’s Day 

march consequently shows the potential to use and think about a place differently.  

As de Certeau implies tactics can meet only immediate needs; they are not adequate to 

plan for the future or to accumulate resources. Rather, they “make do” (1984, 66). While tactics 
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may be useful for short, explosive acts that undermine and destabilize dominant epistemologies 

and reorganize (albeit briefly) the uses of and relationships in a particular place (as the 

International Women’s Day Marches and the Farah demonstration did), a sustainable social 

movement needs a proper space. Feminists produced this proper by establishing women’s centers 

and women’s studies departments, as well as feminist bookstores, coffeeshops, art spaces, record 

labels, news services, health clinics, and, of course, publications.  

Drawing from de Certeau’s space/place framework, I first look at how feminists occupied 

places and turn them into spaces and then discuss the ways that women worked toward and in fact 

needed a feminist proper (although none use the language of the proper). Through feminist 

actions women politicize places by making visible and challenging the epistemological 

assumptions through which these places were knowable, normal, and functional. Such practices 

expose the limits and interrupt the singularity of a phallocentric economy, an economy that 

encompasses the production and reproduction of sexism, racism, classism, and homophobia.10 

Feminists, by disrupting the “placeness” of places, suggest that there is more than one 

epistemology through which we may know the world.  

Spaces and places are not just the streets or the city squares, or even the women’s 

centers. As evidenced by the hundreds of periodicals that circulated in the early 1970s, texts were 

vital to the production and reproduction of the women’s liberation movement, and thinking about 

texts spatially allows us to investigate a text as a space and the ways texts occupy and move 

through space. In all cases, women struggled to maintain access to and control over them. 

Sometimes women took over places of publication, demanding and often achieving interventions 

into conventional practices of periodical production. In March 1970, for example, women 

occupied the offices of the Ladies Home Journal for eleven hours demanding that editors let them 

                                                           
10 According to Luce Irigaray, phallocentrism is an epistemological economy of the same, one that only 

recognize “the one of form, of the individual, of the (male) sexual organ, of the proper name, of the 
proper meaning” (1985, 26).Therefore, through a phallocentric logic we are taught how to know in only 
one specific way.  
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put out a “liberated” issue (Lichtenstein 1970, 51). Taking on the underground press, which 

women criticized for its marginalization of women in the production process and for its portrayal 

of women and feminism in periodical content, a collective of women in New York City in 

January 1970 seized the editorial space and tools of the leftist newspaper Rat and began 

publishing it as a feminist newspaper.11 The L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter reports on the 

takeover of the L.A. Free Press: 

The Free Press belongs to women! (For the Aug. 27 issue). The women on the staff of 
the Free Press will have total control of editorial policy. They will have women covering 
the news and will feature articles of special interest to women. 

They need artists, photographers, and writers. Here’s your opportunity to get 
published and paid for it! 

Aug. 20 is the deadline. Contact Sue Marshall at YES 1970 if you have something to 
contribute.12 

 
Also effecting a temporary takeover of the alternative press, women who worked on the Atlanta 

paper the Great Speckled Bird formed a women’s caucus and demanded “a ‘women’s issue’ of 

the Bird” in which they would control the entire production process: “We would prove ourselves 

to the men. We would write, type, layout—everything.”13  

These actions occurred in part because institutions produce proper spaces and because, 

especially in the late 1960s and early 1970s, women’s liberation activists had to carve their own 

spaces from within these proper places. They diverted spaces they had regular access to, such as 

kitchens and living rooms, from their proper domestic uses. And they appropriated existing 

proper spaces. Marches, demonstrations, and zap actions thus became part of the repertoires of 

                                                           
11 On the takeover of Rat see the February 1970 issue of that newspaper. LHA. Jo Freeman also mentions 

that in 1969 a group of women “held hostage an editor of a new underground newspaper, Dock of the 
Bay, until he agreed to stop publication of a special ‘sextra’ issue planned to raise money for the new 
paper” (1975, 113n18). 

12 “Freep Take-Over,” L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, [ca. August 1971], p. 1. Folder 1, LAWLM 
collection. 

13 “Even a Woman Can Do It: Bird Women’s Caucus” by Becky Hamilton, Great Speckled Bird, October 
11, 1970, p3. Folder “Bird’s Coverage of ALFA 2.21,” box 2, ALFA archives. This article goes on to 
describe the challenges and tensions that resulted from this intervention, pointing to the ways in which 
feminist collaborations and interventions were not always joyful and accompanied by “good feelings.” 
However, Hamilton does refer to subsequent structural changes in the paper’s production process, such 
as reorganization of the divisions of labor and women’s increased demands for salaries for their work. 
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action of the U.S. women’s liberation movement.14 They served an important purpose and still do 

for feminism and other social movements. Such tactics are available (albeit not only) to 

organizations and actors with limited access to resources because they do not necessarily require 

sophisticated or expensive tools and they build upon an important resource that insurgent 

movements often have—numbers (Sewell 2001, 58).  Although periodicals reflect the challenges 

feminists faced in rallying their numbers on a consistent, material, and quotidian basis (for 

example, to volunteer at the women’s center, to help out with the newsletter, to donate money or 

send in their subscription checks, or to join study and CR groups), numbers nonetheless gave the 

movement a physical presence. Feminists thus overwhelmingly occupied spaces provisionally, 

contingently and tactically.  

 

A feminist proper 

Let us return to Los Angeles, to March 1971, to the Pershing Square, which has been physically 

emptied of feminism. Perhaps some traces remain: some certificates of sisterhood crumpled in the 

trash or left on the sidewalk, the echo of bodies and the pulse of their collective energy, or a lone 

participant whom the casual observer might not recognize as an activist. This public space, 

however, has served its purpose as a temporary destination for the International Women’s Day 

marchers. Although the statue of Sojourner Truth has been removed from the square, indicating 

that that space is no longer a feminist one, the L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter offers another 

space for readers at the close of the article: “If you too are interested in joining with your sisters 

in the struggle, contact the Women’s Center for information.” The author juxtaposes Pershing 

Square and the Women’s Center in the last part of the article. The square hosted an important 

public moment of feminism, but feminism cannot permanently and visibly occupy this civic area. 

Therefore, it is important that there be a women’s center, a more consistently locatable space of 

                                                           
14 See Hole and Levine (1971, 294-98), Carden (1974, 74), and Freeman (1975, 126). On repertoires of 

action see Tilly (1977). 
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and for feminism. There needs to be a place where readers know they can find feminists, 

participate as an activist, get information, or concretely experience being part of a like-minded 

community (see Enke 2003, especially the introduction).  

In order to reproduce itself as a social movement, feminism needed to be locatable not 

just in the present but in the future. The importance of sustaining a feminist space through time 

cannot be overestimated, for such stability—the repetition of a place in time—allows the 

formation of a feminist proper. Feminist periodicals make clear that creating such potentially 

permanent spaces is vital, as a feminist practice and as a practice that sustains feminism. The 

editors of Distaff write,  

Primarily we feel it is essential to have some central place in the city that women can call 
our own, where we can touch base with other women and where we can buy the 
literature, posters, jewelry and other items made by and for women. We hope the 
initiative Distaff has taken in providing such a place will encourage other women’s 
groups to create similar bases around the city and throughout the South”15 
 

Expressing a similar attitude toward the significance of place is an article in the Female 

Liberation Newsletter about establishing a Boston-area women’s center: 

Here’s what the women have in mind who have been working on finding a center already 
(any other programs anyone wants to set up are welcomed): Basically, we hope to have a 
center open to ALL women 24 hrs. a day where we can work on the things that matter to 
us as Feminists and as sisters responding to the needs of other sisters in all aspects of our 
lives. The center should be a place for learning, teaching, sharing and partying. . .  and, 
most importantly, a place where we can get to know each other and find out where we 
want to go and what needs we have not yet even explored. WE NEED A CENTER for 
students, housewives, black and 3rd World women, professional women, gay women, 
activists, welfare-mothers, young and old, where we can come together informally and 
BE SISTERS. 

Some money has been obtained, but there’s a long way to go. Please don't leave it up 
to a few sisters to do all the scrounging for funds.16 

 
The Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter/Sister, and Female 

Liberation Newsletter all were published through women’s centers, and the centers often figure 

prominently in the newsletters. A statement about the activities and purpose of the Valley 

Women’s Center describes it as “a base for action against discrimination and a base for 

                                                           
15 Editorial by Mary Gehman, Distaff, April 15 – May 15, 1975, p. 2. NCCROW. 
16 Edtiorial, Female Liberation Newsletter, April 10, 1971, p. 4. SSC. 
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community. It can be a place out of which we will do and live the most important work of our 

lives” and notes that “one of the most important functions of the Women’s Center is to provide a 

place for women to get to know each other and to gain confidence and strength from this 

knowing.”17 And the Los Angeles newsletter describes the center with which it was affiliated: 

“The women’s center, located at 1027 So. Crenshaw Blvd., was originally conceived by members 

of various Women’s Liberation groups in Los Angeles. They believed in the necessity for a 

visible structure which could operate as a forum for the new feminist movements, and as a 

resource center to serve a variety of needs of women from diverse ethnic and economic 

backgrounds.”18  

An essay by the founding editor of Distaff reveals the importance of having a place where 

feminists can be found as well as the potential obstacles to finding it: 

A person new to New Orleans has a hard time making contact with women’s groups and 
understandably concludes that women’s liberation simply hasn’t infiltrated the southern 
swamps. 

Look in the phone book under W: nothing but Woman’s Clinic and Woman’s World 
Beauty Salon. The yellow pages offer women’s apparel as their sole listing. And calls to 
the YWCA or the City Hall Answer Desk yield little helpful information. The guided 
tours and tourist bureaus of the city do not list any women’s organizations. People on the 
street might vaguely remember having heard of the National Organization for Women 
(NOW) but have no idea how to contact them. . . . That is, however, only one side of the 
coin. On the other side is evidence of a lively, persistent effort by local women to 
organize and make their presence felt. Distaff, now in its tenth month of continuous 
publication, exists because of it. Though women’s groups are not able to pay the $50 or 
more for a business phone listing, they are very much alive and well.19   

 

                                                           
17 “The Valley Women’s Center,” July 9, 1971. Folder 2 “Valley Women’s Union Administration: History,” 

box 1, VWC records. 
18 “Definition of the Women’s Center,” L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, Summer 1970, p.3. Folder 1, 

LAWLM collection. 
19 “Analysis: N.O. Women’s Movement: A Comprehensive Herstory” by Mary Gehman, Distaff, October 

1973, p. 8. NCCROW. See also a letter to the Atlanta Lesbian Feminist Alliance: “For some time now, 
ever since I first heard about your group when I came to Atlanta, I’ve wanted to find out more about 
you. And for the last few weeks, I’ve had a kind of desperate need to talk to somebody, and the more I 
thought about it, the clearer it became it was you people I should be talking to. After a lot of hesitation, I 
finally tried calling you yesterday, but the number I rang, which I got from THE BIRD, was out of 
order. So would you please contact me some way and tell me where your place is and what your phone 
number is and when is a good time I can come and who I can talk to. I feel lost and I think I need help” 
(Letter from Elaine Fiedler, n.d. “1973-1974 Correspondence 3.2,” Box 3,  Box 2, ALFA archives. “The 
Bird” refers to the Atlanta Leftist newspaper the Great Speckled Bird). 
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Offering a “comprehensive herstory” of the women’s liberation movement in New Orleans, this 

essay highlights a tension between presence and visibility. For author Mary Gehman there is no 

doubt that feminism is alive, vibrant, and making a difference in New Orleans, but this impact 

may not be visible to those who do not know where to find it, where the spaces of feminism are, 

and how to read the spaces that have been changed by feminist activism. Importantly, one 

obstacle to finding feminism is the lack of a telephone number, which is both a material absence 

and a symbolic one. Women’s centers and feminist organizations often had phones but did not 

always have the funding to make those phone numbers public.  

The phone was an important tether linking women’s centers and the rest of the world. In 

addition to serving as a means for people to connect with and find a feminist group and for 

activists to maintain their political networks, information and referral was a significant service of 

many women’s centers. Therefore, maintaining phone service was a priority. At a staff meeting 

for the Valley Women’s Center the first agenda item is “Phone Business”: because the center’s 

most recent bill was high—$103—they are considering getting a WATS (Wide Area Telephone 

Service) line, which would reduce the cost and allow the center to “keep in closer touch with 

other women’s groups and the Women’s Institute [and] people wouldn’t make so many long 

distance calls on their home phone.”20 And Ain’t I a Woman? reports on the local women’s 

center, letting readers know that they “need lots of support. our rent is $68 a month and we will 

have a phone bill. we have enough of a staff right now to keep the phone covered from 12 to 8 

p.m. daily and we’re hoping that women will come over on friday and saturday nights to rap. but 

we can use as much staff help as we can get. . . .  it’s our place, sisters, and it’s O.K.!”21 

Feminists who worked to keep a women’s center afloat realized quickly the great number of 

things that needed to be sustained through time, most of which required continuous monetary 

income and bodily commitments. While navigating their precarious existence, feminists 

                                                           
20 “Minutes of Staff Meeting” taken by Nancy, Annie, and Celia, April 12, 1973. Folder 4, box 1, VWC 

records. 
21 “Women’s Center,” Ain’t I a Woman?, April 30, 1971, p. 3. IWA. 
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attempted to produce these places and locate feminism in a more permanent, stable, and, ideally, 

sustainable way.  

There were grassroots attempts to provide contact information and let people know where 

to find feminism, but, as with much of the women’s liberation movement, the results are 

idiosyncratic and unpredictable. The Minot (North Dakota) Women’s Collective asks feminist 

groups—especially those in North Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, Minnesota, Wyoming, and 

Iowa—to “help us end our feelings of isolation and help us establish a means of getting in touch 

with each other to share ideas” by sending contact information and a brief description about the 

group for a directory that will be available to those who wish to receive the publication.22 While 

this was an important attempt to build community and communication networks, in order to be 

successful someone must decide to contribute her group’s information and then hope that the 

directory appears. And Sister includes a series of “brief descriptions of many of the women’s 

groups, organizations, and services in the Los Angeles area,” groups whose politics “range from 

radical feminist or socialist to moderately liberal, and their structure ranges from collective to 

traditionally hierarchical. All define themselves as feminist.”23 Such lists and directories were 

important not only because they reinforced communication networks but also because they gave 

feminism a place, both of which were necessary to reproducing the women’s liberation 

movement. 

Feminist periodicals mapped out a feminist topography within cities and across the 

nation. Some interventions involved listing names and contact information, such as the 

aforementioned directories or the Valley Women’s Center’s announcements about boycotting 

nonunion lettuce in support of the United Farm Workers.24 This boycott, which asked women to 

                                                           
22 “Coming Together: Upper Midwest WL Directory,” Ain’t I a Woman?, February 19, 1971, p11. IWA. 
23 Editorial, Sister, December 1975, p. 8. SCLSSR. The Valley Women’s Center Newsletter also offers 

information about a national directory of women’s groups titled Women’s Organizations and Leaders----
-1973 Directory (August 1972, p. 6. Folder 1, box 4, VWC records). 

24 See the following issues of the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter: July 1972, p. 1; July 1972, p. 7; 
March 1973, p. 1; October 1973, p. 2. 
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avoid purchasing certain items and even to avoid stores (like A&P) that sell these items, could 

reroute readers’ quotidian movements through space and also change their relationships with 

what they encounter: lettuce, for example, takes on a different meaning, in the grocery store or on 

a sandwich. Other interventions were more explicit cartographic reorganizations of a place, such 

as Sister’s feminist map of Los Angeles, which includes various women’s centers, the Chicana 

Service Action Center, the Copy Spot, and the Federal Feminist Credit Union. The Valley 

Women’s Center Newsletter provided a similar map of the Pioneer Valley (see figures 2.2 and 

2.3).  

Texts have been important for providing alternative maps of places for a wide range of 

marginalized populations. Martin Meeker (2005, 2006) writes about the ways that space became 

coded through lesbian and gay publications in the 1960s and 1970s. According to Meeker, Ann 

Aldrich’s books about being a lesbian in New York City, We Walk Alone (1955) and We, too, 

Must Love (1958), were important contributions to the body of nonfiction writing about lesbians 

because the author is a self-named lesbian and writes from her own experience moving through 

New York City and because it allows lesbians to exist in space, specifically in public space. 

Hungry for information about where to find lesbians and lesbian-friendly places, women Meeker 

writes, “came to [New York City] with images and expectations in their minds that had been 

shaped in part by the words of people like Aldrich” (2005, 125).25 Because Aldrich does not hide 

the fact that the books are based on her experiences, the publications emplace lesbians and 

lesbianism. Even the title We Walk Alone suggests the occupation and potential queering of space 

by lesbians.  These books thus offer evidence for the existence of identities because they locate 

such identities and at the same time allow an identity to exist as an imagined community—that is, 

a person could imagine other gay women in these places thus situating this community in a 

particular place and possibly letting her locate herself as part of it. Fiction, too, can be read as a 

                                                           
25 Meeker  (2001) also examines the genre of gay guidebooks, such as The Gay Girls Guide and Le Guide 

Gris (The grey guide) for the ways they produce knowledge about, and thus change, the space of cities.  
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map of identity and a place, as Michèle Aina Barale shows in her close reading of a cover of the 

lesbian pulp novel Beebo Brinker. Barale (2000) describes the novel in material terms as a guide 

to the city (207) and in figurative terms as illuminating a cartography of desire (208). In different 

ways, then, texts are spatiotemporal maps: they identify and name places to visit and avoid, they 

set up boundaries and produce relationships, they draw the past and connect it to the present, they 

create space in which the future can be imagined and possibly materialized, and they populate the 

world. In a metaphysical sense they are part of the ordering of space (they turn space into 

place)by serving as guides that implicitly and explicitly make bodies, objects, ideas, fantasies, 

feelings intelligible. 

The metaphor of friction has been a helpful lens for understanding the ways that texts 

from underrepresented populations and social movements might abrade and disrupts the proper 

place—of sexism, heterosexism, racism, capitalism, and imperialism. In War in the Age of 

Intelligent Machines Manuel De Landa describes friction within a U.S. military context:  

On the one hand, it refers in transportation and communication networks to the physical 
friction responsible for delays, bottlenecks and machine breakdowns. But more generally, 
it is used to refer to any phenomenon (natural or artificial) that interferes with the 
implementation of a tactical or strategic plan. In this extended sense the word “friction” 
refers to everything from bad weather to the independent will of the enemy. (1991, 60)  

 
In other words, anything that slows, disrupts, or blocks flows—of bodies, data, objects, ideas—

can be a source of friction. Such interference ultimately produces uncertainty, and according to 

De Landa it is possible that friction aggregates to the extent that “it can generate a feedback loop, 

like a runaway explosion, in which uncertainty multiplies, flashing through the nervous system 

and short-circuiting the war machine” (78).26  The effect of uncertainty and uncertainty as an 

                                                           
26 De Landa borrows the concept “machinic phylum” from Gilles Deleuze, a term Deleuze uses to 

describe the phenomenon in which disparate elements act together in a process of self-organization (De 
Landa 1991, 6-7). Therefore, the term “war machine” refers to an assemblage of human and nonhuman 
entities that become connected and organized for the purpose of waging war (see especially De Landa’s 
“Introduction”). Although there are many differences between military machines and other machines 
that reproduce dominant ideologies (patriarchy, capitalism, racism, etc.), they are nevertheless systems 
of ordering whose reproduction depends on flows, of money, goods, bodies, and information.  
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effect make friction a potential characteristic of tactics and a tool available to marginalized, and 

resource-poor populations..   

Friction is a useful concept because of the way it spatializes and temporalizes resistance. 

Firs, friction must take place somewhere. In fact, its ontology is based on being located in relation 

to something else, since it is the effect of (at least) two surfaces rubbing against each other.27 

Additionally, it causes a kind of slowing down, producing delays that interfere with the 

reproduction of a proper place. This schema, then, opens up the possibility of framing resistance 

in general and feminist activism in particular as an assemblage of practices that enact a 

deceleration. Friction moreover is transformative. Think of what happens when two sticks are 

rubbed together: friction’s heat produces sparks, possibly fire. Therefore, as a metaphor, friction 

productively encompasses both resistance to the existing status quo and potential for an 

interaction to produce something new. The metaphor of friction deters us from constructing 

feminism as absolutely different from that which it abuts and resists. That is, the tactical and the 

proper are imbricated, with boundaries that are always provisional and porous, so there is 

distinction and tension, but a specific line of demarcation between one and the other cannot be 

located.  

An essay published in the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter considers feminism to be a 

transformative project:  

As feminists, we are called upon to respond in a new way, with a new attitude to the 
specific relationship we find ourselves in. We respond not by argument, but by caring – 
by seeing and encompassing the other person’s actual situation. . . . Our sense of who we 
are, our actions must be grounded in this, our sense of history, of evolution. We are 
moving towards new ways of relating, of being, that we are creating even as we are 
modeling it. We do not yet have a theory. We are forming one out of our daily practice, 
our feminist process.28 
 

                                                           
27 Michael Warner’s characterization of counterpublics involves a kind of consciousness of its 

oppositional-subordinate status in relation to the (general) public, which he frames through the 
metaphor of friction: “Friction against the dominant public forces the poetic-expressive character of 
counterpublic discourse to become salient to consciousness” (2002, 86). 

28 Untitled essay by Susan, Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, July-August 1976, p. 2. Folder 2, box 4, 
VWC records. 
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A speaker at a 1971 International Women’s Day event in Los Angeles also emphasizes feminism 

as an act of creative change, of imagining a new world that can then be incarnated: “Rita 

Goldenberger, from the Lesbian Feminists concentrated on the destructiveness of the male 

supremacist society all around us and urged us to create a society in which all women would have 

the opportunity of making real choices in every aspect of their lives.”29 And Female Liberation 

Newsletter in the third month of publishing articulates a position about female oppression, noting 

that “women have begun to voice their discontent with society. We have begun to talk about new 

alternatives. We are demanding complete control over our own lives and are beginning to act on 

these ideas and decisions.”30 

These alternatives must occur somewhere and in some way, and making them sustainable 

and repeatable requires a feminist proper. Periodicals, by facilitating the imagining of new 

feminist places aids in the creation of a feminist proper. As the above examples show, through 

their content periodicals described and prescribed feminism, gave readers access to an imagined 

community of women throughout the country, and gave voice to feminist debates about politics, 

culture, economy, family, law, etc. Processes of publishing, too, give insight into the frictional 

qualities of feminist periodicals, and the rest of the chapter looks specifically at how periodicals 

transformed a dominant patriarchal and capitalist proper through their modes of production. 

Feminist editorial and publishing practices displace the conventional capitalist relations of 

production: through transparency in modes of production, the ways in which the editors and 

contributors are represented and made visible, attempts to work collectively and collaboratively, 

challenges to expert/layperson hierarchies, and the prioritization of politics over profit.  

 

Interrupting capitalism 

                                                           
29 Ethel H., “International Women’s Day,” L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, April 1971, p. 2. Folder 1, 

LAWLM collection. 
30 “A Statement about Female Liberation,” Female Liberation Newsletter, December 2, 1970, p. 1. SSC. 
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Trysh Travis (2008) analyzes the U.S. women in print movement as a way to look closely at the 

assumptions that support the publishing status quo, offering an analysis of the ways that feminist 

publishing diverges from conventional notions of the publishing industry. Travis highlights the 

patriarchal and capitalist foundations on which the reproduction of the publishing industry rests 

and that feminists explicitly challenged in many areas of culture and politics. The Valley 

Women’s Center Newsletter published a description of, Mother Jones Press in May 1974. This 

piece states that the press’s primary challenge has been “trying to run an anti-profit, socialist 

business with paper companies, supply companies, landlords, utilities etc. which are organized in 

a totally different way from us.”31 Similarly, the Ain’t I a Woman? collective lists the reasons for 

its publication in its first issue: “Until now there have been no underground or peoples papers in 

Iowa City. There have only been the usual commercial town paper and the University paper. 

Neither can be trusted to function as a service for the people who read them. Both subscribe to the 

good journalistic ‘professionalism’ thus being written for the people not by the people. Both are 

controlled by capitalist interests and concerns. Both, as most newspapers, display unmitigated 

sexism.”32 One may argue that intent is manifested unpredictably and that the reasons the 

collectives provide for starting their project are not seamlessly translated into practice. 

Nevertheless, it is productive to examine how the rhetoric around feminism translates into 

practice to determine whether or not these collectives are cultural allies with mainstream media. 

Eliciting this connection involves looking for the traces of the production process in the 

print text. The labor of periodical production is made explicit (purposefully and incidentally) by 

the ways the bodies of contributors and editors are foregrounded. Much of the writing in these 

periodicals is personal, written in the first person, and about emotional and bodily experiences. 

Some papers also have handwritten text, and editorial workers may write about the process of 

creating the issue, all of which hint at the presence of bodies behind the text. In addition to 

                                                           
31 Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, May 1974, p. 4.  Folder 2, box 4, VWC records. 
32 “Editorial,” Ain’t I a Woman?, June 21, 1970, p. 2. LHA. 
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written content, the materiality of the periodical can be used to infer the labor that went into 

producing it. Before being mimeographed, for example, a newsletter’s stencil had to be typed, 

and the mimeograph machine had to be cranked. Disarray in particular can reveal the imprint of 

human labor. The example I cite at the start of this chapter is a vivid demonstration of this, but 

crooked lines, lines that get cut off in the printing process, typos, or the address label that is not 

quite centered also indicate the energy and imprecision that accompany human labor, and in the 

case of feminist periodicals, often nonexpert labor. An editorial in Sister recognizes the effect of 

this mode of production: “When we started only Joan and Sue had ever worked on a newspaper 

before. In this year the rest of us have learned the skills of lay-out, paste up, editing and jiving 

with the post office. We have lost copy, left off the return address, had crooked columns, failed to 

proof read, and committed about every journalistic error possible.”33 This representation of 

working bodies and of labor itself in feminist periodicals helps to defetishize the periodical as a 

product in two ways: through the imprints of the laboring bodies on the finished products and the 

revelations about the production process that we can read through the text and materiality of the 

publication.  

According to Karl Marx, the fetishism of commodities is tied significantly to two 

phenomena. One is the distinction between use and exchange value and the other is the relation 

between workers and products. Marx outlines the characteristics of use and exchange values: the 

former is a thing’s utility, which becomes apparent when it is consumed (1978, 303), and the 

latter is what a thing is worth in relation to something else—to another product (such as in a 

barter system) or to an abstract standard of measurement like money (304). Use and exchange 

values are independent in that it is not possible to quantify use value except through exchange. 

However, the price (exchange value) of commodities is not necessarily commensurate with the 

importance of their use. For example, water, which is necessary to human survival is quite 

inexpensive whereas many costly items are only luxuries. When commodities become fetishized, 
                                                           
33 “Sister Staff Notes” by Dy, Sister, July 1973, p. 13. SCLSSR. 

 



93 
 

their exchange value comes to represent the whole of their value, and in a monetary system this 

value is further abstracted and distanced from the producer. Marx explains, 

it was the analysis of the prices of commodities that alone led to the determination of the 
magnitude of value, and it was the common expression of all commodities in money that 
alone led to the establishment of their characters as value. It is, however, just this ultimate 
money-form of the world of commodities that actually conceals, instead of disclosing, the 
social character of private labor, and the social relations between the individual 
producers. (1978, 324; see also Joseph 2002, 37) 

 
Consequently, value appears to be an intrinsic quality of the object itself, rather something that is 

related to the labor of its producer, its utility, or the cost required to produce it (see Joseph 2001, 

55-60). The process of assigning exchange value to a commodity alienates producers from what 

they produce because they do not own the tools of production, do not determine the value of their 

labor, do not control the conditions of their work, and often do not get to use or consume that 

which they produce. Such a model of production in a capitalist economy importantly is used to 

maximize profit. By minimizing expenses through low wages, through structures such as 

assembly lines, and through the mechanization and export of labor, capitalists realize as much 

profit as possible and in the process often increase the distance between workers, products, and 

consumers. 

The feminist periodicals studied here, in contrast, were likely to decrease, and in many 

cases erase, this distance. They circulated locally and regionally, so it would have been more 

common for the people reading an issue to know the writers and editors. The practice of feminist 

ideals also blurred the boundaries between producers and consumers. Because editorial 

collectives prioritized giving as many women as possible the chance to develop writing, editing, 

layout, and publishing skills, readers could try their hand at editing without prior experience, as 

evidenced in the call to readers in Distaff’s first issue:  

It looks now as if we can plan to publish monthly on a long term basis. But before we do 
that, we want to invite all women to join us in this venture. DISTAFF is a feminist 
newspaper collective, open to any woman who wants to participate. There are currently 
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six women sharing editorial responsibilities and many other working in capacities of 
reporting, typing, lay out, graphics, printing, advertising, distribution, and finances.34 

 
And Sister in 1974 offered a one-day news writing workshop led by professional journalists as 

part of their efforts to expand its staff. Attendees were asked either to contribute funds to defray 

the cost of the workshop or to write at least two stories for the newspaper.35 These examples offer 

insight into the openness with which editors invited readers to participate in the publishing 

process. The dynamic nature of these editorial collectives also increased the potential that a 

reader would be (or had been) at some point someone who helped in the production or 

distribution of the periodical. Because the work of publication was in almost all cases volunteer 

labor, the composition of collectives was thus based on who had the time to offer her labor for the 

upcoming issue. Female Liberation Newsletter lets readers know, “Anybody out there who will 

come in Wednesdays or Thursdays, every other week, to help with the newsletter will be received 

with shouts of hosanna. We need typists, contributors, and people to collate and bundle.”36 And, 

after a number of attempts to increase the number of women working to put out the newsletter, 

Joan writes the following editorial in apparent frustration: 

Sisters! Putting out the newsletter is a job which now falls on less than a half dozen 
women. Were you one of the people who wanted to join the newsletter collective but 
forgot about it? We mail (and address) 2200 newsletters. It’s hardly fair to make 6 
women do all the work for you. I feel bitchy all the time we’re working because we have 
so little help. I’m asking all sisters to get out and help (the dates are in the calendar). 
Sisters who submit an article for publication: whether you come from a group or not, we 
now expect you or someone from your group to help with production—it’s the price of 
publication. Signed, Joan the Bitch37 

 
Editorials such as these not only name the people who are giving their labor but also make the 

labor itself visible. Workers and work are not anonymous, as they are for most products available 

for purchase. These editorials thus make it difficult for readers to maintain distance from the 

production of the text they are holding in their hands.  

                                                           
34 “Editorial,” Distaff, February 1973, p. 12. NCCROW. 
35 “News Writing Workshop” by Cheryl Diehm, Sister, August 1974, p. 4. SCLSSR. 
36 Announcement, Female Liberation Newsletter, December, 1972, p. 6. SSC. 
37 Announcement by Joan, L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, May 1971, p. 3. Folder 1, LAWLM 

collection. 
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Also insisting on the fact that a periodical—a finished product—was the effect of 

embodied labor is the presence of handwriting in feminist publications. In the first issue of Ain’t I 

a Woman? each collective member’s name is handwritten, presumably by the collective member 

herself since the scripts are distinct. Writing their names by hand personifies the collective and 

provides evidence of not only their existence but also of their labor, for not only did they work on 

the periodical, each member physically wrote out her name. Consider also the Los Angeles 

collective’s inclusion of five hand-drawn faces that are captioned in cursive handwriting (see 

figure 2.4): “We’re the Newsletter regulars. D., S and I did the editing. We ran out of energy to 

give you the news—so help us next time to edit and we’ll include your picture here. . . like the 

rest of us.”38 It is the representation of collective members imagistically as well as the form of 

their representation—drawn by a person who appears to be a nonprofessional artist—that invokes 

real people who have done real work to make sure the paper ends up in your hands. 

Looking for the modes of production in periodicals requires attention to the paratext, or 

the part of the periodical that is not the text proper. According to Beth McCoy (2006) the paratext 

is a site affected and effected through the circulation of power, and what often gets overlooked in 

studies of texts is the ways that power moves through paratextual spaces, even the seemingly 

innocuous markings like page numbers. Consider the fact that a number of feminist periodicals do 

not include page numbers, appear with pages out of order, or have page numbers handwritten 

rather than typed. The disordered pages in the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter (cited at the 

start of this chapter), for example, can be read as an effect of the center’s attempts to enact a 

feminist process of production and of the resource-related challenges that social movement 

activists face. On the one hand, any interested woman could work on the newsletter and learn 

skills such as editing, layout, and working the mimeograph machine. On the other hand, those on 

the newsletter committee were constantly asking readers for their time and money so that the 

                                                           
38 L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, October 2, 1971, p. 4. Folder 2, LAWLM collection. 
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newsletter could be published on a regular basis. The combination of these factors produces 

exchanges such as the one found in a 1972 Valley Women’s Center daily log: 

Pages 1 and 2 of the newsletter are done and runoff (copies on the table). Part of pg 3 
typed on top of mail cubbyholes. what a pleasure the new machine is!   cleo 
 
CLEO we run page 2 on the back of page 1. No harm done--we can create a bunch of 
stuff for the back of page 1 if necessary. 
Page 1A? 
appendix to page 1? 

 
CLEO Page 1a is a good idea. I will leave a note for Trish to see if she can edit material 
for thurs. night. MLA [Michele Aldrich]39 
 

These log entries indicate that Cleo mimeographed pages one and two of the newsletter on two 

separate sheets of paper, whereas, as the second message reveals, the newsletter is usually printed 

double sided. Regardless, the collective will find material for the back of page one and will label 

the back of page 1, page 1a. This exchange allows me to revise my understanding of the disorder 

of the page numbers (paratextual marks) of the August 1972 newsletter, which ended up with 

page 3, instead of page 1a, on the back of page 1.  

This pagination was not a simple clerical error but can be traced to specific technologies 

and practices of production. Making the newsletter committee open to all interested women 

meant that women who had no previous experience as editors, writers, or printers were editing, 

writing, and printing. Other daily log entries hint at this inexperience through instructions about 

how to do tasks like run the mimeograph machine. For example, Michele Aldrich instructs 

women how to deal with paper jams with written text and drawings: 

when the paper jams as it starts thru the machine, the roller under the drum hits the 
stencil just as if the paper was going thru and picks up ink on the roller instead of the 
paper. Then when the paper does start to go thru, the roller under the drum prints ink 
smearily all over the next 15 to 20 sheets before it cleans itself. The repair person warned 
that just the self-cleaning process is not adequate--one must prevent the paper jams in the 
first place.40 
 

                                                           
39 Daily log entry, July 5, 1972. Folder 15, box 1, VWC records. 
40 Daily log entry by Michele Aldrich, March 12, 1973. Folder 6, box 2, VWC records. 
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The daily logs were available to all women at the center, so listing instructions there is based on 

the assumption that any woman might be operating the mimeograph machine and that those who 

use the machine may not know much about mimeo machines in general and the idiosyncrasies of 

the center’s machine in particular. Such an assumption can be read as part of a feminist praxis, in 

which skills are seen as resources that not only should be but must be shared with others.41 As a 

result, women with little experience in publishing might contribute their time and energy to 

produce newsletters, which inevitably led to misunderstandings about procedures set up by the 

editorial collectives and newsletter committees. Consider the confusion surrounding the bulk 

mailing process as listed in the April 5, 1973, daily log of the Valley Women’s Center: 

This note is about the mailing labels. Some misguided soul began retyping them from the 
old labels instead of from the zip code box like you are supposed to do. as a resi;t [sic; 
“result”] some new people are added in later. There is a longer note about this on top of 
the zip code box. roz 
 
sorry, it was me--we need a procedure card [no author listed] 
 
The Newsletter was mailed by MLA [Michele Aldrich] today. It is one page and didn't go 
out to everyone because some of the labels were missing. c’est la vie. roz42 
 

Once the center got a bulk mailing permit, the newsletter editors struggled regularly to figure out 

a process for labeling the newsletters so that they would be organized according to the post 

office’s requirements for bulk mailing. As with Aldrich’s mimeograph instructions, they must be 

situated within beliefs in of skill sharing and opening the movement to all women as well as the 

constraints imposed by the material conditions of publication.   

The occasional misnumbered, mislabeled, or late issue of the Valley Women’s Center 

Newsletter can be understood as part of a feminist praxis and a result of the resources found 

within the center. An example from Ain’t I a Woman? points to the consequence of external 

forces on periodical production when the newspaper apologizes to readers. The editors write, 

“The page numbers in the last issue of AIAW were messed up because we had some trouble 

                                                           
41  It also results from the center’s attempts to be a resource for a diffuse group of women and activists (the 

center’s mimeograph machine was used by a variety of activist groups in the Pioneer Valley area). 
42 Daily log entry, April 5, 1973. Folder 7, box 2, VWC records. 
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getting the medical supplement printed. Sorry if it was confusing.”43 As readers learn, the 

medical supplement consists of four pages of photographs and descriptions of the process of 

menstrual extraction. What readers will not learn from the periodical, but what I learned through 

formal and informal discussions with women involved with Ain’t I a Woman?, is that the printer

refused to print these pages because they included the pictures of a naked woman with her le

spread performing menstrual extraction. In this case disordered page numbers reflect the

illegitimacy. Page numbers, in order, without pages missing, can be a sign that a text fits norms 

sufficiently so that a printer is willing to publish them. Readers would not necessarily have 

known the reasons for missing pages in the case of Ain’t I a Woman?, and if the confusion about 

the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter’s mailing labels prevented some subscribers from 

receiving their newsletter, then the effect of paratextual markings would be irrelevant. However, a 

close reading of the modes of production of feminist periodicals makes clear the some of the 

differences between a feminist mode of production from a capitalist one. 

 

gs 

 text’s 

                                                          

Forming a feminist space was a process that inevitably engaged, battled, attempted to 

circumvent, and strategically navigated capitalist systems of production. With profit as its goal 

and relying on formal editorial hierarchies, mainstream media publishes what it can in a manner 

that supports money making, whereas these feminist editorial collectives prioritized the 

reproduction of the paper itself and published in a manner consistent with participatory 

democracy. Attempting to put their theories into practice, these collectives challenged the 

categories “reader” and “writer” and made process a part of their product (Blanchard 1992; 

Murray 2004, ch. 1; Onosaka 2006, 30).  

 

Interrupting authority 

As the previous section shows, periodicals frequently described the steps involved in publishing 

and named those who assisted in its production. The L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter 
 

43 Editorial, Ain’t I a Woman?, January 2, 1972, p. 11. IWA. 

 



99 
 

expressed gratitude for this assistance: “Thanks! Our thanks to Betty and Loretta at the Commit 

office for their patience and assistance they have given us with the mimeoing of our 

newsletter.”44 And a Valley Women’s Center staffer slips into the newsletter: “annebowen

did this newsletter’s typing.”

 [sic] 

production: 

                                                          

45 The physics of publishing was manual and analog also for 

periodicals that went through the offset printing process (which is how newspapers are printed). 

A departing editor of Distaff writes in her farewell editorial about the labors of 

All copy in and now it comes down to the wire. This is layout weekend, time for counting 
pennies, biting nails, and placating a suddenly active ulcer. Measuring copy down to the 
tiniest fraction of an inch, spending hours over the dummy and trying to ease everything 
in. And oh those harrying decisions of what must be cut when it gets down to the final 
squeeze. Then you spend long hours bent over the layout table, sometimes hot as 
summer, sometimes cold as winter, waxing, stripping in, straightening, squeezing, finding 
the right graphic, making last minute corrections and additions, racing back and forth 
from the typesetter for headlines and then suddenly, miraculously, you're ready to print. . 
. . Each and every one of us has had to do considerable soul-searching before making the 
commitment to this paper, and to collectively assume the awesome responsibility we 
have towards our readers, supporters, and collaborators. And periodically, when the 
horizon looks rather dim, we have to reaffirm that decision and forge ahead. And, 
somehow, we find the time and energy to follow through.46 
 

Editorials such as this reveal to readers not only the fact that this labor is necessary to the 

periodical’s production but also the ethics informing production. Making the labor explicit 

challenges the fetishization of the product and making the ethics explicit challenges the 

fetishization effected by capitalism in general. Thus it also interrupts the hierarchies that women 

see as supportive of patriarchal power relations, the ones that marginalize and exclude women 

from the production process. 

As part of the a feminist process, collectives negotiated authorship in various ways, so it 

is difficult to generalize about this practice, other than to claim for most periodicals there was 

flexibility in the ways that women could identify themselves. This flexibility did not necessarily 

 
44 Announcement, L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, Summer 1970, p. 3. Folder 1, LAWLM collection. 
45 Announcement, Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, [April/May] 1972, p. 4. Folder 1, box 4, VWC 

records. 
46 Connie Dorval-Bernal, “DISTAFF: A Labor of Love,” Distaff, November 1980, p. 7. NCCROW. 
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result from a refusal to develop a policy but rather reflected feminists’ analyses about the 

meaning of both naming and authorship. As an editorial in Sister explains,  

Sister’s Staff and contributors are encouraged to use their first and last names in the 
paper. If you want to use an adopted pen name or feminist name, fine—we understand 
not wanting to use your husband’s or father’s surname. But women—like children, 
servants, and pets—are traditionally called by first name only, to minimize their 
importance; whereas men are “Mr. A, Dr. B, Professor C.” The boss and secretary 
address each other as “Mr. Twitchell” and “Suzie” respectively. The name game reflects 
and reinforces their comparative status. As we all know, early women writers and artists 
had to conceal their identities with male pseudonyms in order to get serious exposure. If 
you still prefer first name only, or initials when you contribute to Sister, we respect that 
choice. But, please give our point of view some serious thought.47 
 

This brief statement raises a number of issues. First, it is important to note that the editors refuse 

to have the final say about how a woman chooses to identify herself. This decision is left in the 

hands of each contributor; each woman is given the authority to determine how she will be named 

and thus, to a certain extent, how she will be represented. Second, it offers insight into the 

imbrication of patriarchy and capitalism. We see that both first and last names inflect the identity 

of women: they are subsumed under a male relation—father and husband—through surnames and 

are devalued through the use of their first name. Because women are more often relegated to 

subordinate positions in the workplace, calling them by their first names is symbolic of their 

locations in society in relation to men and capital. In fact, names that connote a feminine gender 

were detrimental enough in many times and place that women attempting to succeed as writers 

used masculine pseudonyms to get their work published. As the editorial points out, naming 

oneself is not without political implications, yet a woman is also in a bind: if she uses a 

pseudonym, no name, first name, or initials, she may be read as disavowing the patriarchal 

systems that give her name meaning, but to do so also reproduces a system in which women are 

not given credit for the work they do and the skills they have. Echoing part of Sister’s editorial 

policy, the editors of Ain’t I a Woman? write, “People keep writing us nice letters and we want to 

                                                           
47 Nancy Victoria, Editorial, Sister, February 1974, p. 14. LAWLM collection; emphasis in the original. 

For a similar analysis, see “Report on the July 3 Collective Newsletter Meeting” by Laura (Feminist 
Newsletter, July 8, 1973, vol 4, no 1, p. 1), a publication from Chapel Hill, North Carolina 
(Schlessinger). 
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print them. It would save us a lot of time if you would indicate whether or not you want us to 

print it. we never use anyone’s name unless we know she wants us to.”48 Again, what appears to 

be important is articulating the concept that women have power to decide how they want to be 

identified. Even hinting at the possibility that a woman need not see or represent herself as “Mrs. 

husband’s-first-name husband’s-last-name” or with a surname that symbolizes her relationship to 

her father reflects the “personal is political” approach many feminists had regarding the everyday 

and suggests that the everyday, indeed, can (and should) be reordered. In contrast to the relative 

anonymity of using only first names, initials, or no name, Distaff in its eighth issue offers brief 

biographies of contributors. Clay Latimer describes herself as “ERA co-ordinator for National 

Organization for Women and a student at Loyola University” and Mary Gehman writes, “Mary 

Gehman is a free-lance reporter and has been on the DISTAFF editorial staff since the paper’s 

origin. She is the mother of a young son.”49 A regular contributor to Distaff, Latimer nonetheless 

does not identify as a journalist or writer, creating the paper as a space in which women do not 

need professional credentials in order to be included. And Gehman juxtaposes her professional 

career in journalism with her identity as a mother. Further emphasizing the presence of the 

personal in the public, when Gehman and Donna Swanson partner to resume publication of 

Distaff after a six month hiatus they accompany their first editorial statement with a photograph 

that includes them and their children (see figure 2.5). The caption reads: “Donna Swanson with 

Gregory, Trina and Renard and Mary Gehman with Ney Jan.” 

Consistent with this practice of identifying contributors, of the periodicals studied here 

Distaff was the most likely to recognize authors and editors with first and last names. Reflecting 

this approach to publishing is a 1973 editorial:   

DISTAFF invites its readers to submit articles, stories, poetry, photographs and graphics 
for consideration by our staff. These materials must be accompanied by a self-addressed, 
stamped envelope if return by mail is desired. All contributions should include the name, 

                                                           
48 “Our Printing Policy,” Ain’t I  a Woman?, May 19, 1972, p. 12. IWA. 
49 These bios appear in Distaff September 1973; the biography for Clay Latimer is on page 2 and the 

biography for Mary Gehman is on page 3. NCCROW. 
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address and phone number of the person submitting them, as well as a few facts about 
yourself to be used in introducing you to our readers.  

Graphics: to insure proper credit and return of art materials, the reverse side of each 
graphic must include the artist’s name, full address, telephone number, title (if any), and 
brief, descriptive text if desired.50 

 
How women chose to be recognized and the intentions behind their self-interpellations are not 

important here. Rather, looking at patterns in naming elicits the discursive and practical structure 

that was part of an alternative mode of organizing meaning. Therefore, the end choice is less 

relevant than the ethical approach of editorial collectives and contributors. In other words, I focus 

on articulating a frame within which decisions about naming were made and were made 

meaningful. Part of this involves a consideration of the proper spaces of patriarchy and 

capitalism, for it is these spaces against and within which feminist periodical production 

occurred. Feminist approaches to authorship were often based on different presumptions of 

authority, that authority came from one’s lived experience and not just from expertise that an 

institution accredited. Although writing about oneself and one’s body does not necessarily reveal 

the labor that enabled those words to end up as printed text, and although paratextual marks can 

be missed and differentially interpreted by readers, practices of authorship and the paratext 

nonetheless remind readers that there are in fact bodies connected to the words on the piece of 

paper one is holding and it is the specific kind of presence of these bodies had that interrupts the 

capitalist and patriarchal proper.  

Feminist periodicals moreover removed the work the consumer had to do to access the 

labor behind the product. Written text such as articles, essays, editorials, and announcements 

reveal some of what was needed to produce the periodical, and paratextual marks such as 

handwriting, errors, and authorship suggest implicitly how a periodical came into being. The 

visibility of these bodies helps to defetishize the periodical as a product because it becomes more 

difficult to disarticulate the product from its labor. These facets of production are part of a system 

of repetition that enabled feminism’s future, which this chapter examines through the materiality 
                                                           
50 Editorial policy, Distaff, September 1973, p. 2. NCCROW. 
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of feminist spaces and publishing practices. Including women in the production process and 

giving them control over their self-representation created spaces of feminism and feminist spaces 

that increased the possibility of producing a feminist proper in material terms. The next two 

chapters offer different insight into the repetition of feminism by examining the discursive 

structures of repetition. Chapter 3 focuses specifically on the use of the term “sister” as a direct 

address and Chapter 4 at the circulation of images of Sojourner Truth and Indochinese women. 

Language and imagery reveal the ways in which periodicals produced a discursive space for 

feminism, a space in which women were negotiating the boundaries of feminism as a collective 

identity. 
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Chapter 3 

Sisterly Solidarity: Politics and Rhetoric of the Direct Address  

 

The periodicals examined here represent distinct geographical areas that, with the exception of 

Cambridge, are frequently glossed over in histories of U.S. feminism.1 Three were associated 

with women’s centers (Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter-

Women’s Center Newsletter-Sister, and Female Liberation Newsletter), one was independent of 

any organization (Distaff), and one was affiliated with a women’s liberation group but not a 

women’s center (Ain’t I a Woman?). In terms of format, the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter 

and Female Liberation Newsletter were mimeographed, while Ain’t I a Woman? and Distaff were 

the size of a tabloid and printed on newsprint, and the L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter started 

as a 8 ½ x 14–inch mimeographed paper and then became a newspaper when it was renamed the 

Women’s Center Newsletter and then Sister. Their circulation ranged from a few hundred to a few 

thousand. Despite the different formats, affiliations, and locations of these papers the concept of 

sisterhood is affirmed in them all.  

In the early 1970s, the terms “sisterhood” and “sister” could be found seemingly 

everywhere: in feminist books, pamphlets, periodicals, correspondence, and song lyrics, on 

bumper stickers, t-shirts, jewelry and watches, posters, and key chains, and in the names of 

feminist businesses and organizations (see figures 3.1 and 3.2). Because the concept of sisterhood 

permeated the movement and because it was used to demarcate an identity, a relationship, and an 

organizing praxis, it presents a useful lens for analyzing U.S. feminism. In fact, for a movement 

that was so decentralized—composed primarily of small collectives that did not have an official 

relationship with a national organization or with each other—the fact that the terms “sister” and 
                                                           
1 Recently a number of local histories of U.S. feminism have been published, decentering the place of the 

Northeast and large cities as the sites from which U.S. feminist history is told. See, e.g., Pearson (1999), 
Kesselman (2001), Ezekiel (2002), and Enke (2007). 
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“sisterhood” were used so widely and consistently merits attention. This chapter focuses on the 

term “sister” as it was used in feminist periodicals as form of direct address, a rhetorical structure 

that appears in publications produced by collectives across the United States in the 1970s, from 

Massachusetts to Texas and from North Carolina to California.  

Activists and scholars have rightly grappled with U.S. feminism’s understanding of 

“woman” and demonstrated how the concept that women are sisters can erase a range of 

inequalities. These critiques, whose significance is indicated by the number and variety of 

interlocutors producing them, have also served to reproduce a master narrative about what 

sisterhood meant to the feminists who used it. Without dismissing critiques of sisterhood, I want 

to suggest that through a close reading of the direct address it becomes clear that sisterhood was 

not a category that automatically included all women. This is because the term “sister” refers not 

only to women but specifically to women who engage a particular praxis, and periodicals make it 

clear that naming women as sisters does not necessarily lead women to self-identify with 

sisterhood. The direct address, then, points to the different boundaries around this identity 

category and thus around feminism as a social movement. Not only will an inquiry into its uses 

complicate the place of sisterhood within feminism and allow us to reimagine the significance of 

the term within the women’s liberation movement, it will also allow us to explore processes of 

identity formation within U.S. feminism as well as within social movements more generally. This 

is because a close reading of the direct address “sister” foregrounds the labor and material 

conditions required to construct and maintain a collective identity.  

My analysis builds on Benita Roth’s claim that “looking at grassroots journals and 

underground publications is essential for understanding how feminists viewed things on the 

ground” (Roth 2004, 18). Periodicals in particular are a productive site from which to ask 

questions about the way feminism was imagined and experienced because as a genre they offer 

both breadth and depth regarding the circulation of the term “sister.” From their production to 
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their consumption, they provide information about feminism at different scales and in different 

spaces. Although most periodicals were published for only a few years, the multiple issues in 

their lifespan provide a wealth of distinct primary sources. Moreover, these newsletters and 

newspapers contain a variety of texts written by different kinds of authors as well as articles 

written by both individuals and groups. Therefore, through periodicals we can track concepts, 

bodies, events, and ideas, and consider how they change or stay the same across time and space.  

 

Do we dare to be sisters? 

In the 1970s, sisterhood encompassed a relationship between women and characterized feminist 

practices; the frequency of its use implies its central role in producing the boundaries, 

practitioners, and goals of U.S. feminism. As a 1971 article in Ain’t I a Woman notes,  

Sisterhood is not just a social gathering, but a political force, that we are willing to use 
our bodies to free ourselves, to free our sisters from the prisons where men put them. 
Women’s Liberation means the destruction of the power of men. Women’s Liberation is 
the only revolution that is meaningful to me because only in the world of women can I 
exist as a whole person.2  
 

And a 1970 issue of the L.A. Women’s Center Newsletter includes an article about collective 

leadership. The authors write,  

At this stage in the growth of the Women’s Liberation Movement here in L.A. we face a 
particular critical turning point—that of fostering unity inside our Movement thereby 
building collective leadership in order to achieve continuing victory in our overall 
struggle for the liberation of women. . . . Unity simply means sisterhood in our common 
fight for common goals.3  
 

The first excerpt imagines forging a feminist identity by describing what feminism is (or should 

be) against, and the second by describing what is (or should be) the power of internal cohesion 

among women’s liberation activists. Of course authors describe the interconnectedness of 

women’s liberation and sisterhood in various ways. Additionally, writers occasionally argue 
                                                           
2 “Sisterhood Is,” Ain’t I a Woman?, January 29, 1971, p.3. IWA.  
3 “Getting It Together: On Collective Leadership” by Francine Parker and Nancy Robinson,  L.A. 

Women’s Liberation Newsletter, Summer 1970, p.3. Folder 1, LAWLM collection. 
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against the manner in which sisterhood is practiced, as is evidenced in another article from Ain’t I 

a Woman? in which the author suggests that “until middle-class women recognize their place in 

the class system, really face it and not claim a phony powerlessness by always measuring their 

power against their male counterparts, sisterhood is a sham.”4 Even though this article recognizes 

some incarnations of sisterhood to be shams, the use of “until” maintains the possibility that 

sisterhood is and will be manifest legitimately or correctly. And nowhere in these feminist 

periodicals does anyone argue that feminism does or should exclude sisterhood (in its ideal, or 

“correct,” manifestation).  

Whereas the concepts of sister and sisterhood galvanized women in political, social, and 

emotional ways, critiques of sisterhood have challenged its effectiveness in forging feminist 

solidarity. These critiques have explicitly demanded that women recognize and take responsibility 

for their privileges, highlighted the need for feminists to build coalitions across differences, and 

argued for the recognition of difference within individuals as well as groups. A comprehensive 

summary of all the critiques of sisterhood  is beyond the scope of this chapter, but it is possible to 

characterize and categorize them.  

First, the homogenization of women through sisterhood was predicated in part on the 

notion that solidarity must result from sameness (Lorde 1984, 116) and required unconditional 

support (Polletta 2002, 154). Understanding women as sisters/the same/equal leaves privilege 

unquestioned (Lorde 1984, 119; hooks 1995, 296, 299, 304) and allows certain women to 

reproduce their privilege at the expense of others. And as Lynet Uttal observes, “the experiences 

of Anglo middle class women have defined what these commonalities are in the contemporary 

women’s movement” (1990, 318). Homogeneity also relied on the centrality of patriarchy and the 

claim that womanhood was the most fundamental of one’s identities (Dill 1983, 136). According 

to Pat Alake Rosezelle, “white women forgot what they learned and began using the term ‘sister’ 
                                                           
4 Essay, Ain’t I a Woman?, July 20, 1970, p.8. IWA. 
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as if all women were alike; they began to erase Black women. White women came to embrace the 

racism that they were fighting when they learned to call each other ‘sister’” (Lugones and 

Rosezelle 1995, 141). And bell hooks argues that “white women liberationists were not required 

to assume responsibility for confronting the complexity of their own experience” (1995, 295) or 

take responsibility “for their role in the maintenance and perpetuation of sexism, racism, and 

classism” (1995, 296). Discussions of uninterrogated privilege also arise, albeit less frequently, in 

reference to the presumed middle-class basis of sisterhood. According to Elizabeth Fox-

Genovese, concepts central to feminism such as the personal is political rely on a capitalist 

public/private binary to such an extent that “the possibilities of even the most generous and 

inclusive sisterhood cannot extend much beyond the dominant social conditions” (1979, 109).  

Feminist attempts to negotiate difference through sisterhood were also limited by a 

narrative of progress whereby feminism moves from singularity to diversity: feminists were once 

a monolithic, white, middle-class, heterosexual group, but with attention to difference will 

become more inclusive (Jakobsen 1998, 65; Wiegman 2001). Such a framework enables women 

to engage with difference in a way that does not deal with the complexity, contradictions, and 

possible pain that such engagements may evoke (Carrillo 1981, 64) and suggests that women of 

color are expected to join white women’s organizations on white women’s terms (hooks 1995, 

303). Recognizing such inclusion as potentially superficial, Tasha Petersen puts quotation marks 

around the “we” when describing her experience with feminism: “they included me in the ‘we’ 

when they would talk about how ‘we’ in the women’s liberation movement are white middle 

class women and ‘we’ have to begin to relate to lower class people” (1974, 31). In these 

circumstances, sisterhood relies on a process of inclusion that reduces difference to autonomous 

characteristics that one needs merely to add to feminism.  

Although the critiques cited above were produced primarily by women of color, the 

concept of sisterhood nonetheless figured prominently in their activism. In the first issue of Triple 
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Jeopardy (published in New York City), the Third World Women’s Alliance writes that one of 

their objectives is to “create a sisterhood of women devoted to the task of developing solidarity 

among the peoples of the Third World, based on a socialist ideology of struggling for the 

complete illumination of any and all forms of oppression and exploitation based upon race, 

economic status, or sex and to use whatever means are necessary to accomplish this task.”5 The 

mission statement of the Chicana feminist group at California State University, Long Beach, 

includes the statement: “LAS HIJAS DE CUAHTÉMOC has manifested their concerns and 

efforts by adopting as its basic philosophy a most innate and humane concept – 

HERMANIDAD.”6 And the Asian Women’s Center Newsletter (published in Los Angeles) 

printed an article about the Pilipino Youth Services sisters group, in which the author describes 

the participants: “The sisters, all born in the Philippines, attend Belmont High School and have 

expressed a need to be together, rap and be involved in constructive experiences”7 (see figure 

3.3). The ubiquity of sisterhood indicates that the term was not the sole property of white women 

and also that many women recognized its powerful rhetorical force; however, this does not mean 

that it was used in the same way by all groups, nor does it mitigate the violence the concept could 

and did effect. 

While making important interventions into the theories and practices of U.S. feminism as 

well as more general understandings of identity and power, critiques of sisterhood tend to reify 

the dominant connotation of sisterhood—one that relies on “woman” as a universal, monolithic 

category—and reproduce it as the only meaning of the term. Consider, however, the imperative 

“Sisters pick up sisters,” which circulated widely as part of the campaign encouraging women to 

                                                           
5 “Goals and Objectives,” Triple Jeopardy, September-October 1971, p. 8. SSC. 
6 “Hijas de Cuauhtémoc,” mission statement, [ca. early 1970s]. Los Angeles Women’s Movement, 

(Chicana Student Publications), box 1, OHC. 
7 “PYS Sister’s Group,” Asian Women’s Center Newsletter, Summer 1973, p. 4. Folder “Asian Women,” 

box 2, CSU Dominguez Hills. 
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pick up female hitchhikers.8 A close reading of this phrase suggests that the two uses of “sisters” 

have potentially different connotations. The women who pick up female hitchhikers become 

sisters when they offer a ride because their acts keep women safe. However, the second use of 

sisters refers to all women, not only to feminists, for this imperative is not asking women to pick 

up women who are feminists but to pick up any women they see on the side of the road. 

Based on close readings of a range of feminist periodicals and the records of collectives 

who published them, there are at least three ways that the term sister was deployed. First, sister is 

used as a synonym for woman, a usage that is portrayed as the dominant one in the early 1970s. 

In the L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter an article about abortion and medical care ends with 

the statement: “We shall not be able to secure these freedoms [reproductive rights] and realize our 

goal, unless we take the initiative in the abortion movement, to plan a program of care for all 

women with complete repeal of all birth control laws. Free our sisters; Free ourselves.”9 Here 

“sisters” is used to refer indiscriminately and universally to woman, as suggested by the use of 

“all women” in the first sentence. Implicitly referring to all women as sisters, the following 

announcement suggests that the terms “woman” and “sister” are synonymous: “Distaff is in touch 

with some of these women at the La. Correctional Institute for Women at St. Gabriel, La. Call us. 

. . for information on how you can send a card and/or a gift to a sister behind bars. Your 

thoughtfulness could make a world of difference to someone.”10 

Second, the term sister is used to symbolize an identity that is the product of feminist 

activism and struggle. For example, the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter published an article 

about a secretary who was fired from her job. The author encourages women to take a stand in 

                                                           
8 Figure Intro.6 offers an image of woman and a girl hitchhiking; the woman holds a sign with their 

desired destination (Washington DC) and the girl’s sign reads “Sisters pick up sisters.” The phrase “stop 
rape” in bold and all capital letters turns picking up female hitchhikers into a feminist act. 

9 “Abortion Taxpayers Suit: Unite with Sisters in a Joint action for our Constitutional Rights to a Free 
Choice and to Medical Care for All Women” by Mary M. Petrinovich, L.A. Women’s Liberation 
Newsletter, October 1970, p. 5. LAWLM collection. 

10  “Christmas in Prison,” Distaff, December 12, 1980, p. 2. NCCROW. 
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support of this woman and asks readers, “Do we have the courage? Do we dare take the obvious 

risks? WE might find ourselves risking our husbands’ jobs, our own jobs, and the reemployability 

of us both. I think that it is worth knowing, in the privacy of our own minds, do we dare to be 

sisters?”11  And a letter to Female Liberation Newsletter asked the editors, “Do you know you 

have sisters in Hyannis?”and goes on to describe the women’s liberation group’s activism to 

desegregate classified ads by gender.12  Here, rather than being an a priori identity based on 

common oppression, biology, or psychology, sisterhood is a relationship that either emerges or 

does not emerge out of certain actions and activist commitments. Thus, in these examples, it does 

not make sense to replace the term “sisters” with “women”; instead, “feminists” seems more 

appropriate.  

The third connotation of the term sister is informed by the previous two in that it does not 

trouble the coherence of the category woman but also does not presume all women to be sisters. 

Consider the following examples. Distaff published a letter that criticizes it as lacking 

consciousness about politics, class and race. The letter ends with, “I love you all, and we have 

struggled hard together. But, Sisters,—‘How many times can a woman turn her head and pretend 

that she just doesn’t see—?’”13 Describing one of their reasons for publishing Ain’t I a Woman?, 

the editorial collective writes, “Ain’t I A Woman and many other publications by sisters around 

the country began as we felt a need for alternative media. We have to communicate without the 

constraints of the pig press where we’ve always had our page for recipes, fashions and advice on 

how to please a man.”14 And dozens of letters published in Female Liberation Newsletter begin 

with the salutation “Dear Sisters” and end with the phrase “In sisterhood.”  In these examples, 

meaning is created through a negotiation of the sister = woman trope and sisterhood being the 

                                                           
11 “Some Thoughts of a Sister,” by Priscilla J. Warner, Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, October 8, 

1971, p. 4. VWC records. 
12 Letter from Ellen Lynch, Female Liberation Newsletter, December 16, 1971, p. 1. SSC. 
13 Letter from PhyllisParun, Distaff, June 1973, p. 12. NCCROW. 
14 Editorial, Ain’t I a Woman?, July 10, 1970, p. 8. IWA. 

 



112 

result of a certain praxis. On the one hand, “sisters” could be replaced with “women” here since 

the writers appear to be referring not to men and women but only to women (albeit not 

necessarily to a clearly demarcated and already established group of women). On the other hand, 

the sisters being referred to are indeed a specific group of women—they are readers of the 

publication and women producing the periodical—women who are implicitly constructed as 

feminists and, therefore, are sisters not only because of their identity as women but also because 

of the forms of activism they are assumed to practice or the theoretical perspectives they are 

assumed to advocate.  

 

Support our sisters 

As a concept that is connected with shifts in consciousness, emotional investments, and 

relationships, sisterhood was a significant force in the formation of a feminist collective identity. 

In fact, for many social movements identity is the site around which activism occurs, to such an 

extent that much of the energies and resources of their members are devoted to resignifiying that 

identity. The late 1960s and early 1970s was a critical time for the formation of a feminist 

collective identity, since during this period women started distinguishing themselves from the Old 

and New Left and the civil rights movement and developing an activist identity in relation to 

issues about gender. The number of publications that came out of the women’s liberation 

movement—from books to periodicals to pamphlets—reflects the importance of media within 

and to this movement, so it makes sense to conclude that media was integral to the way that the 

boundaries around what was and was not feminism manifested themselves.  

Appearing repeatedly in feminist periodicals across the United States the concept of 

sisterhood was part of the feminist imaginary, providing a name that made it possible for a 

woman to think of herself as part of a community of women. Consider an entry in the Valley 

Women’s Center daily log for January 27, 1972: “celia called to say that a woman was in the 
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other day who had not thought of herself as a woman until someone here turned to someone else 

here and said, ’this woman has a question. . .’ Had a strong, positive impact on her.”15  This entry 

makes clear that not all women thought to name themselves as women and reminds us of what 

could not be taken for granted in the 1970s. A woman might not see herself as a woman, much 

less a sister, so at a very basic level being named through the address “dear sister” let an 

individual start seeing “woman” as an identity not solely defined through relationships with men. 

Political and legal structures also worked to erase “woman” as an identity since wives, 

daughters and mothers were often subsumed under a male relation.  

Every year 10’s of thousands of women disappear in this country. . . . When a Female 
marries, her name is taken away from her and replaced with his name. . . . Even if you 
keep your “own” name, no one bothers to look for you under it. This was brought home 
to us last week when Evelyn tried to locate an old friend from work who had gotten 
married. There was no way to begin. It is this kind of realization that makes women very 
angry!16 
 
For example, periodicals report on credit card companies that issue cards only to 

husbands or to a woman only with the signature of her husband. And the Valley Women’s Center 

Newsletter contains an article about a woman who needed a judge’s ruling in order to register to 

vote using her maiden name, even though Massachusetts had no law mandating that a wife use 

her husband’s name when voting.17 Another issue of the Female Liberation Newsletter advises 

women about how to retain their surnames upon or after marriage, demonstrating the challenge a 

woman faced while attempting to disarticulate her identity from a man’s:  

Changing to the husband’s name is no problem as that is what is expected, but retaining 
one’s own surname after marriage involves a legal procedure, which is fairly simple even 
though the idea of it is enraging. First you must obtain a Petition for Change of Name 
and a “Request for Information” from the Probate Court in your County. After filling 
these out you must go to court and your name change will probably be approved.18 
 

                                                           
15 Daily log entry, January 27, 1972. Folder 9, Box 1, VWC records. 
16  “Missing,” Female Liberation Newsletter, [October 1970], p. 2. SSC. 
17 “News Flashes,” Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, July 1974, p. 4. Folder 2, box 4, VWC records. 
18 “Women’s Slave Names,” Female Liberation Newsletter, October 25, 1971, p. 3. SSC.  
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The fact that it took a judge’s ruling in order for a woman to keep her surname shows the extent 

to which a woman’s identity was institutionally tied to a man’s. (Of course, as one woman points 

out, “whose name was the maiden one but my father’s?”19) These revelations are no longer new, 

but they remind us of the many obstacles feminists in creating spaces in which women could 

identify as women and with other women, something that had to happen in order for a woman to 

be able to align her identity with feminism.  

In an effort to demonstrate and analyze the constructions and fluidity of meaning, social 

movement scholars have turned to framing. Building on Irving Goffman’s use of the term 

“frame” as a “schemata of interpretation,” David A. Snow et al. base their argument that “frame 

alignment is a necessary condition for movement participation” on the premise that frames are 

what make experiences meaningful (1986, 464). Whether seen as ideology, a set of beliefs 

system, or a cognitive structure, a frame—or, more likely, the interaction of multiple frames—is a 

lens through which individuals interpret and organize the world they live in. Therefore, any 

identity cannot become recognizable, legitimate, or desirable, without also being intelligible 

through some kind of frame (see Hunt, Benford, and Snow 1994, 185-86). In terms of the 

relationship between social movement actors and social movements, framing is a process through 

which an individual aligns her particular consciousness with a set of more general values 

stipulated by the movement (Tarrow 1992, 188; Melucci 1996, 349). 

In order for a collective action frame to be effective, for it to persuade outsiders to join 

and to keep insiders actively working for movement goals, there must be frame consistency. 

Without this consistency, it will be more difficult for individuals to align the movement’s 

message, practices, and objectives with their own personal values and experiences (Benford and 

Snow 2000, 61-20; Dobrowsky 2008, 170). Many women who were active in the New Left 

experienced frame inconsistency, as they heard rhetoric about equality, participatory democracy, 
                                                           
19  Letter from Annis x to the Valley Women’s Center, July 1971. Folder 4, Box 3, VWC records. 
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and the importance of consensus building, at the same time that they experienced a gendered 

division of labor and read underground movement publications that offered near-naked images of 

women and ads for pornography. These resignifications occurred through framing processes, 

which narrate a movement’s identity, draw boundaries around and within a group, locate the 

movement in relation to other movements—both in terms of contemporary coalitions and the 

movement’s lineage—and legitimate a movement’s strategies and objectives. The pervasiveness 

of sisterhood within the women’s liberation movement indicates that it was central to the framing 

of feminism. Because of such the importance of local contexts in the practice of feminism, it is 

remarkable that a coherent movement identity was produced and sustained. Repetition thus 

provides a lens through which we can understand this coherence. Through numerous issues of 

periodicals that circulated nationally and internationally, in which sisterhood was repeatedly used 

in similar rhetorical contexts, the meaning of concept became solidified. The frame consistency 

supported by such repetition was especially important in light of the structure of the women’s 

liberation movement. 

At a national scale the women’s liberation movement did not have a formal 

organizational structure or singular, consistent political message around which all members 

mobilized. In fact, as Robin Morgan writes in Sisterhood Is Powerful, “This is not a movement 

one ‘joins.’ There are no rigid structures or membership cards” since  

the Women’s Liberation Movement exists where three or four friends or neighbors decide 
to meet regularly over coffee and talk about their personal lives. It also exists in the cells 
of women’s jails, on the welfare lines, in the supermarket, the factory, the convent, the 
farm, the maternity ward, the streetcorner, the old ladies’ home, the kitchen, the steno 
pool, the bed since it is formed through informal practices such as talking over coffee.” 
(1970, xxxvi)  

 
In other words, this movement is, at its heart, grassroots and is produced and reproduced in sites 

not usually considered places of activism. During the 1970s feminist organizations such as the 

National Organization for Women (NOW) and the National Abortion Rights Action League 
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existed, which did provide a framework and agenda for feminist activism. However, Stephanie 

Gilmore and Elizabeth Kaminski note that even local chapters of NOW mirrored neither each 

other nor the national organization in terms of group structure and political activism (2007, 113).  

Consciousness-raising groups, women’s centers, and conferences were important spaces 

in which women could come together to start doing the work of describing and theorizing their 

lives as well as where they built social and political networks, and introduced other women to 

feminism. Nevertheless, the diffuse and informal quality of U.S. feminism in the 1970s meant 

that there were many small groups operating in relative geographic isolation and that not all 

women necessarily had face-to-face connections with other feminists (Cassell 1977, 108-10). 

Many formed alliances with other local and regional activists, but these alliances were 

predominantly contingent and temporary rather than institutionalized. In consequence, the term 

“sister” was an important concept for making political and affective connections both on a local 

scale and across thousands of miles. Consider, on the one hand, the Valley Women’s Center 

Thursday daily log entry asking for help with the newsletter: “Friday sisters— please finish 

putting labels on the newsletter and then mail them. . . . if you need to run more sheets off—there 

are leftovers on the work table and the stencils on near the mimeo.”20 And, on the other hand, the 

Female Liberation Newsletter and Ain’t I a Woman? ask readers respectively to support “our 

Asian Sisters in Vietnam” and “our Vietnamese sisters.”21 This term, sister, whether experienced 

face-to-face or as a felt connection across time and space, provided the important discursive glue 

within feminism; it let individuals and collectives feel connected on a local and daily level and as 

part of something much greater than themselves. The barriers many women faced before simply 

being able to identify as women, as I described earlier in this section, meant that creating 

                                                           
20  Daily log entry, February 8. 1973. Folder 5, box 2, VWC records. 
21 “Support Our Asian Sisters in Vietnam,” Female Liberation Newsletter, April 16, 1971, p.7. SSC; Rita 

Mae Brown, “Hanoi to Hoboken, A Round Trip Ticket,” Ain’t I a Woman?, April 2, 1971, p. 10. IWA. 
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networks was vital not only to facilitate political actions but also to support women through the 

all that accompanies changes in consciousness. 

As the name-changing example shows, feminism put one’s identity into question and 

created spaces in which women could understand their identities in new ways. Such a shift often 

led women to reevaluate their bodies, jobs, relationships, and that which they had previously 

taken to be common sense. According to feminist activist Barbara Winslow, “The movement 

changed everything” (quoted in Polletta 2002, 151). And Mary Anderson writes, in response to a 

VWC questionnaire, “Women’s liberation is not only assimilated into my whole life, but it has 

changed the entire way I see my life + the lives of others.”22 A sense of sisterhood was thus 

important because it created a space in which a woman could describe and name her experiences, 

understand that she was not the only one seeing and questioning the world in a certain way, and 

start viewing her experiences as the result of structural inequalities rather than individual 

inadequacies. The connections imagined through sisterhood allowed women to manage and 

analyze these new ways of engaging with and finding meaning in the world. 

In addition to being symbolic, perceived, and imagined, identity is the product of 

interaction with a material environment. The materiality of an environment involves things like 

resources, structures, geographies, and social movement actors themselves. In her study of the 

changes in the Student National Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) during the 1960s, 

Belinda Robnett shows how after the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act SNCC became more 

hierarchical and moved away from the group’s earlier practices of nonviolence and consensus. 

She concludes that one effect of this structure was to “[stifle] the dialectical exchange among 

participants and between participants and leaders” (2002, 279), thus giving individuals less 

control in the production of the SNCC collective identity and giving more control to those who 

emerged as movement leaders.  
                                                           
22 Letter from Mary Anderson to the VWC, September 5, 1972. Folder 13, box 3, VWC records. 
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What Benita Roth (2008) notes as she traces the different points of emergence of a 

feminist collective identity among white women is the way a shift in perception of audience 

corresponded to a shift in perception of collective identity. She argues that initially these women 

imagined an audience of movement women, or women who already had an identification with 

groups in the New Left, civil rights movement, and antiwar movement, among others. However, 

perceived hostility from the left contributed to women forming independent groups, media, and 

networks (see Evans 1980, 200). Roth describes the effect of this transition as an “institutional 

separation” of feminism from the New Left and civil rights groups. Such a perspective belies the 

myriad connections that many feminist groups maintained with the Left, both through activist 

collaborations and through media clearinghouses such as Liberation News Service and locally 

and nationally circulating Left-leaning periodicals. Nevertheless, I do not want to dispute the 

importance of feminist groups developing boundaries around their identity in a way that 

prioritized issues related to gender and, thus, necessarily weakened their connections with groups 

from the New Left. Rather, what I find especially useful about Roth’s analysis is her argument 

that “part of the reconstruction of collective identity in oppositional groups is the reimagining of 

audience” (2008, 270) and, concomitantly, reimagining those who belonged to a potentially 

mobilizable feminist community (2008, 268). Therefore, the boundaries of a collective identity 

are intertwined with who is being addressed through social movement publications. 

Consequently, the way a woman experiences and imagines those who belong to a group 

will shape a group’s collective identity. Although this point seems obvious, the debates around 

sisterhood and who was or wasn’t a sister indicate that the membership of a social movement can 

be far from clear. The different ways in which sisterhood was deployed point toward the 

possibility that all women were part of—or at least could/should be part of—the U.S. women’s 

liberation movement as well as to the possibility that one’s sisters were those who already 

evidenced those practices that were within the boundaries of what was accepted as feminism. 
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Moreover, those who critique the term sister for the way it reproduces hierarchies and privileges 

based on race, class, and sexuality then go on to use the term to refer to all women who fit into a 

different identity category. 

Similarly, the contexts in which sisterhood is deployed suggest that structure is a 

significant environmental factor that shapes a feminist collective identity. Although the structures 

within the women’s liberation movement may be informal, the emphasis on collectivity and 

nonhierarchy explicitly outlines a structure within which actions—whether they are 

consciousness raising, publishing a periodical, or running a women’s center—ideally would 

occur.23 The collective that published Ain’t I a Woman?, for example, devoted a significant 

portion of many of their issues to the concept of collectivity, indicating the importance of a 

collective organizational structure to their perceived identity. The repetition of published pieces 

about the importance of eradicating hierarchy, developing a collective that is sustainable through 

the labor and skills of its members, and rotating tasks among members builds the foundation of 

this aspect of their identity. However, it becomes clear that collectivity is something that must be 

achieved, both materially and discursively. One statement on collectivity reveals the material 

challenges: “We have tried to rotate office work monthly to a group consisting of one person 

from each small collective. Often the work just hasn’t gotten done, but we maintain that if the 

work to be done is decided on collectively (which it should be), it should be done collectively.”24 

Reflecting on a previously published editorial, the Ain’t I a Woman? collective writes: “Our 

article about women’s collectives concentrated more on how we were getting along with each 

other than on the fact that we were all driven to try a new life style by the horrible state of lives in 

                                                           
23 The widespread citations of Jo Freeman’s “The Tyranny of Structurelessness” (1972-73) , which 

critiques the assumption that a lack of formal structure was equivalent to structurelessness, reflect the 
centrality of consensus and collectivity within U.S. feminism. 

24 “Lest We Begin to Oink,” Ain’t I a Woman?, September 25, 1970, p. 4. IWA. 
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Amerika or the fact that most women aren’t privileged enough to have such a solution.”25 And a 

piece by Grinnell and Iowa City women that reflects on a living collective notes,  

In the interests of bringing women together in an attempt at experimenting with 
communal living several sisters in Iowa City have formed an all women’s collective. . . . 
We formed the collective hoping it would be a place where all our sisters and us could 
come to get ourselves together and eventually find alternative life styles and philosophies 
for the future.26  
 

These three issues of Ain’t I a Woman? published during a three-month span, demonstrate the 

significance of the structure through which feminist organizing occurs and thus that a feminist 

identity is produced through the use of this structure.27 In this way, practices such as consensus 

building, rotation of tasks, and lack of dependence on men become part of what it means to be a 

feminist (see also Whittier 2002, 292-93). Structure, thus, is imbricated in a group’s sense of self 

and shapes the range of identities that is possible.  

 

Dear sisters 

The explosion of feminist publishing in the late 1960s and early 1970s demands our attention 

(Mather 1974). It meant that readers had access to essays, scholarly and popular articles, books, 

manifestoes, and poetry that named, described, and analyzed women’s varied and various places 

in the world. Although such texts refer to sisterhood and name women as sisters, feminist 

newsletters and newspapers were the genre in which sister was most often used in the form of a 

direct address. One key question then is what rhetorical work did this direct address perform in 

print? Feminist periodicals print letters that frequently begin with “Dear sisters,” and 

                                                           
25 Editorial, Ain’t I a Woman?, August 21, 1970, p. 2. IWA. 
26 Editorial, Ain’t I a Woman?, July 10, 1970, p. 12. IWA. 
27 As Jo Reger’s (2002) study of the New York City NOW chapter, evokes the narrative between liberal 

feminism and radical feminism (Reger uses the terms “political feminists” and “empowerment 
feminists”), in which liberal/political feminist organizations like NOW have a hierarchical structure and 
work within the system to reform it, whereas radical/empowerment feminist groups are characterized by 
a collectivist structure and practices like consciousness raising. Therefore, structure can also draw and 
reinforce boundaries between different factions within a social movement. 
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announcements that appeal to readers as sisters, as in, “Sisters! If you are moving, please notify 

us of your change of address ahead of time. It costs us 8¢ every time a paper gets returned. We 

can’t afford it. Please help out. Ya hear, now?”28 In this announcement, “Sisters!” is a direct 

address, a speech act that interpellates, or names, the addressee. When scholars of the history of 

U.S. feminism refer to sisterhood, rarely do they look at the place of the direct address as a mode 

of deployment. This oversight seems to be a result of the primary sources scholars tend to draw 

from and how they are used as primary sources. Although ephemera make up a significant portion 

of the primary source material for historical studies of U.S. feminism, periodicals compose only a 

small fraction of this material. Moreover, when feminist periodicals are cited, they are most 

frequently used as evidence to support an argument about another topic or listed as evidence of 

the explosion of feminist publishing in the 1970s rather than read closely or analyzed rhetorically 

on their own terms.  

In order to think through the direct address in feminist periodicals, I draw from Phillip 

Brian Harper’s rhetorical analysis of poetry from the Black Arts movement and theories of 

interpellation.  According to Harper, the addressee and the speaker are socially and linguistically 

interdependent. “You” is linguistically both outside of and dependent upon “I,” in that “you” is 

always “not-I” and “you” can exist only in a situation that begins with an “I” (1993, 249). And in 

the poems he analyzes, by authors such as Nikki Giovanni, June Jordan, and Amiri Baraka, the 

you—although varying across the different poems—becomes filled with a black body that is yet 

to be enlightened, allowing the I to become meaningful as “a politically aware, racially conscious, 

black nationalist subject” (Harper 1993, 251). In this sense, the speaker’s identity becomes 

clarified by being that which the addressee’s is not and, thus, the linguistic distinction is 

reinforced by a social/political one. 

                                                           
28  Announcement, Sister, June 1973, back page. SCLSSR.  
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 The primary sources Harper uses, although part of a political movement, are quite 

different from those analyzed here. Still, his argument offers a starting point to think about the 

discursive contexts of the direct address in feminist periodicals as it constructs individuals and 

communities. In 1973, the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter asked its readers, “Please, please 

sisters, our ‘home away from home’ looks kind of cold and barren. Do you have any nice chairs, 

rugs, or lamps to help us look comfortable?. . . Sisters, how do we convey to you all the urgency 

of our financial straits. Our rent alone is $100mo. . . . Do you have money to give? Do you have 

ideas about ongoing fundraising? Do you have time to devote either to becoming our treasurer or 

our fundraiser?”29 In this example, “you” is implicit in the address “sisters,” producing an I-you 

dichotomy, one that is reinforced by the use of you throughout the plea. The rhetorical force of 

this I-you dichotomy, however, works in a manner that diverges from the one Phillips outlines. 

Instead of reinforcing the linguistic distinction between I and you through a sociopolitical 

distinction, the term sisters enables a situation in which I + you = we. This “we” develops in three 

ways: through the relationship between readers and speakers that is made possible in a direct 

address, through the material, sociopolitical interdependence of the “I” and the “you,” and 

through the ways that bodies of readers and speakers may be imagined.  

In order to address this “we” that is produced through the direct address and, in 

particular, through the speaker-reader relationship I turn to Althusser’s theory of interpellation 

and Judith Butler’s analysis of it. The direct address “sisters,” whether spoken or written, hails the 

reader as a sister. To be hailed, or interpellated, according to Althusser, is to become a subject, or 

a being that exists within ideology. Interpellation is a useful starting point because it offers insight 

into the process of how bodies are shaped and made meaningful by language and, thus, how 

individuals may identify with collective identities that are produced through and are necessary to 

reproduce social movements. Althusser describes interpellation as the process of being hailed by 
                                                           
29 Announcement, Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, January 1973, p. 2. Folder 1, box 4, VWC records. 
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an authority figure (a capital-S Subject) so that an individual (lowercase-s subject) becomes 

intelligible in a way that conforms to dominant ideology. He offers a frequently-cited example, 

that of a police officer shouting “hey, you there!” to an individual who responds by turning 

around. According to Althusser, “By this mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree physical 

conversion, [the individual] becomes a subject. Why? Because he has recognized that the hail was 

‘really’ addressed to him, and that ‘it was really him who was hailed’ (and not someone else)” 

(1971, 174). Through this bodily acknowledgment the hailed individual is interpellated and 

becomes an ideologically constituted subject, one whose body is made intelligible under the law.  

Questioning the assumptions Althusser makes, Judith Butler rearticulates the process of 

interpellation in relation to the sovereign Subject as well as to the addressee, demonstrating that 

anyone (or anything) can interpellate and that interpellation can occur both without a clear 

speaker and without being addressed to a specific individual (1997, 31). For example, documents 

such as bureaucratic forms, the census, and employment applications, even without a clear 

speaker, constitute the addressee as a subject (34). Butler does not doubt the power of naming to 

constitute an individual’s subjectivity but, rather, offers a different perspective as to why 

interpellation works. For her the police officer can effectively hail an individual because of “the 

citational dimension of the speech act, the historicity of convention that exceeds and enables the 

moment of its enunciation” (33). Thus the power in naming comes not from the ability of a 

sovereign Subject to describe an existing reality but from the addressee’s experience of the 

name’s historicity, its previous usages, the context of its utterance, and the context of its reception 

(36). 

Excitable Speech, where Butler conducts her close reading of interpellation, is an 

investigation into the ways words can injure and the effects of attempts to prevent and redress 

such injury. Her method exposes the way that language is a site of struggle and suggests that 

understanding political discourse as performative offers new possibilities for political agency. 
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Specifically focusing on hate speech, pornography, and homosexuality in the military she looks at 

the way each is constructed in a way that does what it says.30 For example, a racist term not only 

“[relays] a message of racial inferiority, but that ’relaying’ is the verbal institutionalization of that 

very subordination” (72). Similarly, the military’s “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy suggests the 

statement “I am a homosexual,” is not a descriptive statement but acts what is uttered “not only in 

the sense that [it constitutes] the speaker as a homosexual, but that [it constitutes] the speech as 

homosexual conduct” (107).  

Butler’s deep analysis of the relationship between interpellation and subject formation 

has been extremely helpful in my thinking about the role that sisterhood played in the women’s 

liberation movement. This analysis builds on her previous work describing performativity as the 

continuous citation and reiteration of norms: through constant reiteration, identity norms can be 

naturalized, allowing performativity to gain an act-like status and concealing the fact that identity 

categories are not original but are produced as they are declared (Butler 1993, 12; see also Butler 

1989). Also important to this theory is the presumption that bodies do not exist prior to or outside 

of discourse, but are an effect of it. In other words, the existence of an I occurs when a body is 

made intelligible through the rules of discourse. It is not that language creates our reality but that 

reality cannot exist except through language. 

In Excitable Speech Butler further elaborates a subject’s discursive and ontological 

existence. I am primarily interested in two strands of this elaboration: the way the subject is 

constituted through language and the way that speech acts are bodily, acting not only on the body 

of the speaker but also on the body of the addressee. Early in the book Butler sets up the 

framework of a subject’s ontology: 

                                                           
30 Specifically, Butler builds on J. L. Austin’s (1965) taxonomy of speech acts as locutionary, 

illuocutionary, and perloductionary to make her argument about how words do or do not do what they 
say. 
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Language sustains the body not by bringing it into being or feeding it in a literal way; 
rather, it is by being interpellated within the terms of language that a certain social 
existence of the body becomes possible. To understand this, one must imagine an 
impossible scene, that of a body that has not yet been given social definition, a body that 
is, strictly speaking, not accessible to us, that nevertheless becomes accessible on the 
occasion of an address, a call, an interpellation that does not “discover” this body, but 
constitutes it fundamentally. (5) 
 

There is not a body that exists objectively or empirically that is then described through language; 

bodies, rather, exist through and within language so if one’s body is located “outside the domain 

of speakability” then one “risk[s] one’s status as a subject” (133). One must be intelligible within 

language to be a subject, and part of this intelligibility involves the capacity to be named.  

Elaborating this point, Butler writes, 

the subject is not only founded by the other, requiring an address in order to be, but its 
power is derived from the structure of address as both  linguistic vulnerability and 
exercise. If one comes to be through address, can we imagine a subject apart from his or 
her linguistic bearing? We cannot imagine them or they could not be what they are, apart 
from the constitutive possibility of addressing others and being addressed by others. (30) 
 

Supporting Althusser’s perspective, Butler’s subject does not exist prior to the hailing or naming 

but is produced through it (Butler 1997, 25). Furthermore, the ontology of a subject depends upon 

both its being nameable (i.e., being recognizable through language) and its ability to “embody the 

norms that govern speakability in one’s speech” (133), or to produce language. In other words, a 

subject must be able to speak and must be speak-able within discursive (and social) norms and 

conventions.   

Butler’s body of work uses a variety of evidence to develop the perspective that bodies 

are made intelligible and subjects exist through language. In a very basic sense, then, the 

appellation “sister” not only reinforces the boundaries of a feminist identity it also creates a space 

in which bodies can exist as subjects in society. Importantly, these bodies with a social existence 

are readers as well as writers. On the one hand interpellation calls readers into being By this I 

mean that interpellation does not just call the reader into being as a sister but also provides the 

language through which a reader’s body may exist as a subject within ideology.  “Sister,” thus, 
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works linguistically, socially, and ontologically: the appellation hails the reader as a “you” 

distinct from the speaker, it provides a framework for organizing the reader’s actions and 

thoughts as feminist, and it calls the reader into being. On the other hand, if, as Butler contends, 

“the vulnerability to being named constitutes a constant condition of the speaking subject (1997, 

30), then those women whose writing addresses readers must already have been named. In these 

publications writers’ voices often reveal their feminist politics, which means that readers are 

likely to read the speakers of the direct address as already a sister, or at least that  the writer could 

be located as within the same feminist collective identity as the reader. Therefore this direct 

address reveals the simultaneity of subject and community formation. In fact, the invocation of a 

community is integral to the interpellation of the individual. As a relational term, sister requires at 

least one other “sibling” in order to be meaningful, so interpellation does not just make an 

individual intelligible within the norms of language, it also makes a community intelligible: the 

process of hailing produces not only a subject but also a community. Naming is a way of making 

something real—that is, of making it intelligible—and since “acting one’s place in language 

continues the subject’s viability” (Butler 1997, 136), the use of the term sister ensures not only 

viability of the individual but also viability of the community.31 Not only does this interpellation 

produce a subject among subjects but invokes a particular world that these subjects inhabit. “All 

discourse or performance addressed to a public,” Warner claims, “must characterize the world in 

which it attempts to circulate, projecting for that world a concrete and livable shape, and 

attempting to realize that world through address” (2002, 81).   

Benedict Anderson (1991) offers a useful explanation for the ways certain communities 

come into existence through naming. Specifically, he theorizes how the nation became an 

imagined political community, one crystallized partly through the circulation of different 

                                                           
31  See Barbara Johnson (1987) for a discussion of the way a direct address acts as a rhetorical trope that 

animates, or gives life to, that which addresses. 
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linguistic vernaculars. Based on the changing modes of textual production and consumption in the 

sixteenth century, he argues that the consolidation of “print languages” facilitated the constitution 

of national consciousnesses in three ways. First, the increased distribution of publications in the 

same language (publications that were identical) allowed readers to become aware of the 

multitude of people who shared their particular language field. Second, the rate of language 

change slowed as different copies of the same text became more uniform, no longer subject to the 

idiosyncrasies of individual scribes (1991, 44). Third, certain languages, which Anderson calls 

“languages-of-power,” dominated because they became the most common print-languages (1991, 

45). As a result, by reading the same texts in the same language people could start imagining 

themselves as part of a national community, and an individual could become part of a group that 

was much larger than she or he could ever experience concretely. In other words, using printed 

texts Anderson situates a slow shift in the way that people imagined themselves to be connected 

to others whom they did not know and would most likely never meet.  

Anderson’s work helps me theorize the importance of the circulation of printed texts 

within the women’s liberation movement. Through periodicals the term “sister” could circulate 

widely and appear in similar manners and contexts, because many copies of the same periodical 

circulated and because many different periodicals using “sister” in these same ways circulated. 

Since the term came to be used in a very consistent manner the range of meanings produced 

through the direct address “sister” narrowed. Women, therefore, could read the direct address and 

feel connected with people whom she had never met and would never meet to produce an 

imagined community of feminists. 

 

Remember sisters. It’s your center! 

What Althusser excludes from or suggests only implicitly in the interpellative process can be 

illuminated through Butler’s analysis as well as by considering periodicals as the source of a 
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hailing. A textual hailing is not a singularity in the way that Althusser’s “hey, you there” is. 

Although a reader will have an immediate reaction upon reading the direct address—whether or 

not she identifies as a sister—she can make a decision about the manner and extent to which she 

embraces that community over a period of time. She can revisit the text, re-experiencing the 

direct address, and possibly respond differently to the call. The temporality involved in 

experiencing a text thus gives the reader a chance to negotiate the terms of the address in a way 

that is different than negotiating the call “hey, you there.” Furthermore, the speaker of the direct 

address need not be a singular “I.” Feminist periodicals almost always were the product of 

collectives, and many collectives explicitly strove for a non-hierarchical editorial process, one in 

which any member could be an author and pieces could be collectively authored or contributed by 

nonmembers. The speaker, therefore, is embodied potentially by an empty signifier (an unnamed 

“I” [see also Rooney 1996, 4]) and a collective signifier (the group of editors, which, for many 

periodicals, was constantly changing). A textual hailing is distinct from Althusser’s example also 

because there can be a situation in which a subject is simultaneously a speaker and a reader: the 

person (or people) from whom the address originated is likely to be a reader of the periodical in 

which the address appears.  

Not only does this direct address acknowledge the reader’s presence it calls out to the 

reader, making her aware of her position in relation to the text and the speaker. Since there are 

many different possible terms of address, it is important that the one commonly used in U.S. 

feminist publications is “sister,” bringing with it social and political connotations. Within 

feminism, sisterhood emerged from the political spaces that women shared, the affinities that 

often accompanied small-group interactions, and the imagined connections women had with other 

women across time and space. Its meaning has also been influenced both by the attempts women 

made to reconceptualize familial and kinship relationships and by the circulation of the terms 
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“sisterhood” and “brotherhood” through other political movements, such as the old left, the new 

left, and the civil rights movement. 

This relationship of sisterhood both reflects and produces not only a political kinship but 

also a sense of horizontality among women, which was manifest prominently in the efforts of 

feminists to work collectively and non-hierarchically. The numerous announcements in which 

editors ask women to contribute to the publication—as writers, artists, editors, printers, and 

distributors—suggest that the editorial collective imagined their readers also as collaborators and 

blur dichotomies such as reader/writer, expert/layperson, and producer/consumer.  In engaging 

readers, collectives often emphasized that they were not just consumers of feminism and 

collaborators with other women but also owners of the movement and its products and projects, 

and the variety of voices published in a periodical as well as the frequency with which editorial 

collective members changed indicates that many readers responded to these announcements. 

What the direct address thus highlights is that readers were connected to the producers of a 

periodical not just linguistically but also materially. Although the I authoring a text is 

semiotically produced by, and thus dependent upon, a reader, the community of feminists to 

which both the I and you belong is dependent upon the reader’s actions. 

The addressee is consistently asked to donate her time and money, office supplies, 

energy, skills, and resources. In the newspaper Sister, an announcement reminds readers, “the 

westside women’s center needs staffers – REMEMBER SISTERS. IT’S YOUR CENTER!!!!’32 

And as an editor of Distaff notes, “Women this is your paper. Mary Gehman [another editor] and 

I work seven days a week in order to provide information and coverage of events that you won’t 

find any place else. You need Distaff, and Distaff needs your support.”33  Therefore, readers 

become necessary for sustaining feminism: their efforts and engagement produce and reproduce 

                                                           
32 Announcement, Sister, October 1973, p. 10. SCLSSR. 
33 Editorial by Donna Swanson, Distaff, December 1974, p. 2. NCCROW. 
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for their sisters material places such as women’s centers and texts, and concepts such as 

sisterhood, collectivity, and consensus. 

A close reading of the direct address “sister” foregrounds other aspects of the 

addressor/addressee relationship, namely the emotions involved in being hailed or named. 

Although Althusser’s analysis of interpellation does not preclude such a discussion, his focus is 

on how a subject comes to be intelligible, not on how the subject feels about it. Thus, he offers 

insight into a subject’s discursive, not emotional, existence. Consider the following excerpt from 

a letter written to Female Liberation Newsletter: 

Dear Sisters, 
Yes, please keep sending me your Newsletter, and here’s a contribution toward putting it 
out. It means a great deal to me--and to all the other Feminists on Cape Ann--to be 
getting news of the Women’s Movement. We’re so far out in the country, comparatively, 
that sometimes we feel completely isolated from the movement, and your Newsletter 
helps us keep going.34 
 

When this reader writes that the newsletter “helps us keep going,” she does not mean that the 

newsletter ensures her community’s linguistic or discursive existence, or even its material 

survival. She is, rather, suggesting that the newsletter provides emotional sustenance and  

connects this emotional well being to the ability to imagine others producing “news of the 

Women’s Movement.” Female Liberation Newsletter frequently repeated “sister” in the form of a 

direct address so it is possible to infer that, in part, the newsletter sustains women by including 

them in a community of sisters. 

It is by now widely accepted that, ontologically, texts may be considered processes rather 

than products and that readers actively interpret texts rather than passively absorb their truth. 

Different readers interact with a text in very different ways and the same reader interacts with the 

same text differently at different points in time. Based on the large body of scholarship supporting 

this perspective, we can presume that readers interact with texts and that the meaning of a text is 

                                                           
34 Letter from Bobby Darwall, Female Liberation Newsletter, 23 May 1971, p. 1. SSC. 
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dependent on a variety of factors, including but not limited to the materiality of the text, the 

reader’s interpretive frameworks, and the reader’s emotional relation with the text. Writers who 

employed “sister” in a direct address did not necessarily mean the same thing nor did all readers 

interpret its meaning in the same way. However, through the repetition of the term “sister” in 

general, and of the direct address in particular, a dominant meaning solidified, producing an 

imaginary (or ideal) sister-subject, for the direct address occurs within a periodical that gives 

readers many signs that contextualize the term. 

Therefore, my argument does rely on the claim that readers must have had similar 

interpretations of and reactions to a direct address. But what is important is that regardless of the 

reader’s interpretation of the meaning of the salutation “sisters,” she nevertheless must respond to 

the call. Even doing nothing—not doing what the writer asks, not identifying as a sister—

involves a negotiation of the term and its meaning, and this negotiation is intertwined with how 

the reader imagines what a community of sisters might be.  

Interpellation, thus, is a multifaceted process, producing meaning that is inextricable from 

a name’s previous iterations, the context of its utterance (including its material form), the 

addressee’s affective reception of the name, and how the addressee imagines herself to be similar 

to, different from, and connected with others who might share the name. Looking at iterations of 

the term “sister” in feminist periodicals demonstrates that it was used both universally and 

specifically, which presents certain challenges for those who are employing it to mobilize women 

around feminism. On the one hand, its force as a universal term allows a wide variety of 

addressees to feel included in political, social, and affective ways. This inclusion, however, is 

perceived by many as superficial and actively rejected. Also working against the term’s power to 

mobilize addressees is the fact that one can feel included without actively engaging the 

movement. Despite the scale and pace at which feminism in the United States grew, the repetition 

of calls for help—asking women to contribute articles, volunteer their time, contribute money and 
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resources, attend meetings and demonstrations—suggests that on a grassroots level and on a daily 

basis feminist groups were struggling to reproduce the movement in a material way. Therefore, 

the potential universality of sisterhood created a situation in which any woman who is hailed 

could, figuratively, turn around and become part of the community, which enabled the discursive 

or imaginary reproduction of the community, without working to ensure the material contexts of 

its reproduction. 

On the other hand, sisterhood connoted a community of women who had already 

committed their time and energy to change the world in a feminist way. The direct address in 

periodicals also presumes an audience of feminists, of women who had contributed and would 

contribute to feminism in the form of activism, which clearly does not include all women. 

Investigating the rhetorical force of interpellation thus points to the importance of the direct 

address, the challenge of negotiating and producing one’s audience, and the obstacles to the 

formation of a community identity that produces subjects who are also activists. A close reading 

of the language used by social movement actors as well as attention to the rhetoric within 

quotidian texts allows us to ask questions about identity, collective identity formation, and how 

people respond to being named. Attention to the rhetoric of the direct address thus demonstrates 

the tension between the promise or potential of inclusion and how inclusion is practiced and 

experienced concretely.  

As this chapter shows, not only did discourses of sisterhood not generate a practical 

inclusion of women of color, sisterhood did not necessarily mobilize women who embodied the 

conventional feminist—white, middle-class, American, educated—to contribute her time, energy, 

and/or money. Measuring the actual success or failure of sisterhood, however, is not the objective 

of this dissertation. Instead, I am interested in thinking about sisterhood as a frame that organized 

women’s relationships, practices, politics, and desires. By tracking the circulation and repetition 

of this concept, it becomes possible to piece together the frame and consider how it is made 
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consistent. Similarly, images tell a story of collective identity and framing of feminism. Also 

demonstrating this tension of inclusion and exclusion and telling a story of boundary formation, 

images reveal what feminism is, as well as what it could and should be. In the following chapter 

the figures of Sojourner Truth and Indochinese women are the main characters, offering 

additional insight into the production of feminism and how its practitioners imagined feminism’s 

past, present, and future. As radical others Sojourner Truth and Indochinese women symbolize 

that which feminism strives to be: a revolutionary movement that overthrows the status quo. 

Borrowing words from a third-century Vietnamese woman warrior and placing them in verse, an 

International Women’s Day booklet from Cambridge offers readers words of resistance: 

I want to drive the enemy away 
to save our people. 

I will not resign myself 
to 

the usual lot 
of women.35 

 
 
Feminists’ desire to refuse “the usual lot of women” is amply evident in the pages of periodicals, 

and the fact that images of women of color as revolutionaries are repeated and circulate widely 

suggests that they embody such resistance. 

 
35 Trieu Thi Trunh, Untitled poem, International Women’s Day Publication by the Cambridge, MA, 

Women’s Center, March 10, 1973. Folder 19, box 1, Rochelle Ruthchild Papers.  
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Chapter 4 

Radical Others: Women of Color and Revolutionary Feminism 

 

It is spring 1971 in Northampton, Massachusetts. An article in the newspaper, the Valley Review, 

describes the writer’s trip to the local woman’s center: 

A small, inconspicuous sign, fastened to the door, invites the visitor inwards and 
upwards. I went in, climbed the stairs, passing a second floor beauty shop, and found the 
first of three rooms that serve as the Valley Women's Center office. The walls are painted 
a pristine white, with the exception of a handsome purple one at the far end of the room, 
and are liberally covered with bulletin boards, posters, and women's liberation stickers of 
various sizes and persuasions. A gaily colored davenport sits in front of a low black table; 
here too lie stacks of pamphlets, newsletters and communications from other women's 
groups around the country.1 
 

A month later someone took a series of photographs of the center, one of which offers a glimpse 

of this handsome purple wall and its array of posters (figure 4.1). Near the top right corner of the 

photograph is the image of a figure whose arm is extended and raised, and whose hand forms a 

fist. The blurriness of the background makes the image difficult to discern, but it would have been 

familiar to many feminists across the country. It was familiar to me because I had seen it before: 

this poster was the front cover of the first issue of Ain’t I a Woman? It is surrounded by other 

images and posters, some demanding peace, women’s equality, freedom for Angela Davis, and 

reproductive rights. One celebrates of the 50th anniversary of the passage of the Nineteenth 

Amendment (August 26, 1970). Another reimagines the narrative supported by Michelangelo’s 

The Creation of Adam by captioning it “And god created woman in her own image” and replacing 

god and Adam with female figures. Still another proclaims, “The women’s liberation movement 

is gonna get your mama. . . and your sister, and your girlfriend.”  

                                                           
1 Pamela Hafner, “The Valley Women’s Center,” Valley Review, February-March 1971, p. 6. Folder 6, box 

1, VWC records. 
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Out of all the literature received by the Valley Women’s Center, some of which is visible 

in a magazine rack in the bottom right corner of the photograph, someone who was in charge of 

decorating the wall chose the image of Sojourner Truth as a centerpiece. Looking at it now I am 

struck by its force, so it is not surprising that it caught someone’s eye, that someone found it 

symbolic, perhaps of women’s work to overcome male domination and to disrupt the norms of 

femininity, or as evidence of the strength women possess. Giving it such a prominent position in 

the center indicates that someone thought it would also appeal to a broader audience. Of course, 

viewers of this image would not have interpreted it in only one way. Rather, the portrayal of 

Sojourner Truth needs to be situated within a historical and political context and also within a 

series of textual valences. Taking into account these different vectors of representation, this 

chapter contributes more broadly to analyses of women of color in U.S. feminism and specifically 

to inquiries about how their bodies were central to the production of a feminist mythology 

(Barthes 1972), one that was, in turn, integral to the production of feminism as an identity.  

In addition to offering a close reading of representations of Sojourner Truth this chapter focuses 

on Indochinese women and the way they are depicted in newspapers and feminist ephemera.2 The 

portrayals of these two sets of figures I argue are part of white feminists’ attempts to control and 

demarcate the affective boundaries of a feminist collective identity. In their review article, 

Francesca Polletta and James Jasper define collective identity as “an individual’s cognitive, 

emotional, and moral connection with a broader community, category, practice, or institution. It is 

                                                           
2 I am troubled by the term Indochinese because it is was so named by French colonists, but I am not sure 

another term would be as apt. It refers to a specific geopolitical formation that includes Vietnam, Laos, 
and Cambodia and would have had a particular salience to antiwar and anti-imperialist activists in the 
1960s and 1970s. “Indochina” is used in feminist periodicals, so it reflects the language being used in 
that moment. Additionally, scholarship on feminism in the 1960s and 1970s uses the term, reflecting its 
continued usage in critical contexts (see Wu 2010).The perhaps more politically correct term “Southeast 
Asia” comprises—in addition to Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia—Singapore, Malaysia, Myanmar, and 
Thailand, which does not accurately depict the region demarcated as Indochina.  
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a perception of a shared status or relation, which may be imagined rather than experienced 

directly, and it is distinct from personal identities, although it may form part of a personal 

identity” (2001, 285; and Young 1997, ch. 5; see also Melucci 2003).  In other words, people 

become involved with a social movement not solely because of rational motivations or perceived 

disparities in resource distribution. Rather, there is a constellation of intellectual, material, and 

emotional factors that affect how people perceive and engage a social movement. This chapter 

diagrams and analyzes how figures of women of color contributed affectively to the discursive 

structures that made feminism as an identity meaningful. Images are a productive way to analyze 

the structures of affect because they illustrate the revolution, demonstrating its necessity and 

creating a visual mythology that can reframe readers’ interpretations of their experiences and 

encourage them to reimagine the possibilities for change (Gaiter 2005). The newspapers that form 

the core of my primary sources were edited primarily by collectives whose members were white. 

Therefore, when I refer to feminism and a feminist collective identity I assume a certain level of 

whiteness embedded in the term “feminism.” Numerically there are more publications (and 

especially periodicals) from the 1970s produced by white women than by women of color, so the 

patterns that become visible are more likely to be an effect of white women’s editorial decisions 

and values.  

Not all feminist collectives had the same approaches to self-representation and to 

challenging mainstream and trivializing representations of feminism. Publications like Female 

Liberation Newsletter (and the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter), because of their 

mimeographed format, were more likely to provide rebuttals and self-representations through 

text. The intervention I focus on in this chapter, however, is the portrayal of bodies of women of 

color. These women—their bodies—lent weight and validity to the work that feminists were 
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doing, both in their mere presence and also in the specific ways they were portrayed. Therefore, 

representations of Indochinese women and Sojourner Truth performed different kinds of labor for 

the women’s liberation movement: they pushed the boundaries of feminism as a collective 

identity temporally and geographically, they identified women of color as feminist bodies, and 

they shaped affective understandings of feminism. 

As I discuss more fully below, this chapter maps an ideological matrix of one facet of 

U.S. feminism’s collective identity through the patterns found in the repetition of these images. 

This methodology lets me bypass questions about the specific context of each image because, 

influenced by Stuart Hall’s analysis of communication and meaning making, I understand 

encoding (the process of composing a unit of text) and decoding (the process of interpreting a unit 

of text) to be linked but  “relatively autonomous” moments in a communicative event (1980a, 

129). That is, although the process of encoding along with dominating ideologies can prefer, 

privilege, and limit the range of possible meanings, “there will always be private, individual, 

variant readings” (Hall 1980a 135). From this perspective, the actual moments of production—the 

editorial decision about where/when to place an image, editors’ intent, and the history of the 

image itself—are only partly related to the ways that a reader will interpret the final product. 

Therefore, a close investigation of the materials and motivations of production will not reveal the 

true meaning of an image or text because meaning is made through the consumer’s interaction 

with a publication and is, to a certain extent, idiosyncratic. I also do not offer definitive meanings 

of images but take one more step back from the process of interpretation and offer a 

metacommunicational analysis of representations of women of color published in feminist 

periodicals.  
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Images of Sojourner Truth and Indochinese women circulated widely through feminist 

publications and other ephemera. Regardless of the specific context of each iteration, the 

numerical frequency and visual ubiquity of these portrayals demonstrate the significance and 

power of the figures—a significance that goes beyond denotation—for women publishing at this 

time. Reflecting ideas and values and, in the case of photographs, “real” scenes and people, the 

features of these images, as well as the textual context of their deployment, open and constrain 

possibilities for interpretation. Moreover, the features that tend to be repeated accumulate, which 

shapes possibilities for interpretation as well.  

Focusing on the circulation of images of women of color is critical because discussions of 

U.S. feminism’s racism have been such a prominent part of the narrative of its history.  As the 

previous chapter explained, the significance of women of color to U.S. feminism is most often 

analyzed in terms of identity and politics. These critiques overwhelmingly focus on the ways that 

feminists’ political and identitarian practices keep gender, whiteness, heterosexuality, the United 

States, and the middle class as central to the foundation and origins of feminism. Such practices 

allow some feminists to reproduce their privileges at the expense of others and reinforce a 

narrative of progress in which women of color start outside of and then gradually are included 

within the movement.  

I want to reframe the narratives used to historicize the women’s liberation movement by 

examining how representations of women of color were embedded in an affective mapping of 

U.S. feminism.  The revolutionary, antiracist, antisexist, and anti-imperialist struggles of women 

of color lent U.S. feminism a weight that countered the ways movement outsiders—particularly 

mainstream media—trivialized and devalued their activism. So rather than arguing whether white 

feminists were or were not racist, I want to move this debate forward by taking a more structural 
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approach. What were the semiotic structures that shape the range of possible and preferred 

meanings that are attached to images of women of color in particular and to feminism in general? 

This chapter, thus, elaborates more specifically one mode through which women of color were 

included in feminism and considers how such inclusion affected and effected feminist collective 

identity formation. 

The default of feminist identity is presented as and presumed to be white, so when 

feminism is criticized for being racist, the term “white” is implicitly attached to the term 

“feminism.” Early studies of the women’s liberation movement confirm this characterization. 

Joan Cassell writes explicitly about black women on only one page in A Group Called Women: 

Sisterhood and Symbolism in the Feminist Movement, noting that “feminism has reached a group 

of women who were formerly peripheral to the primarily white middle-class women’s 

movement” (1977, 180). Maren Lockwood Carden devotes only a few pages to race and racism in 

her book The New Feminist Movement, in which she suggests that black women are difficult to 

recruit because they prioritize activism around racial and socioeconomic injustice and because 

they experience a smaller gap between expectation and experience than do white, middle-class 

women (1974, 29-30).  In her survey of the range of feminist organizations Jo Freeman offers a 

more nuanced analysis that challenges the relative deprivation theory reproduced by Carden (39-

43) and discusses the National Black Feminist Organization, which was formed in 1973 (Freeman 

1975, 156-57). Still, most of the study focuses on white or white-dominated organizations. These 

passing references to black women not only erase other women of color but also produce a 

feminist collective identity that places black women on the outside. They are moreover based on 
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the assumption that because black women hover at the periphery they, thus, must be brought into 

feminism’s fold.3 

The methods of this inclusion also offer insight into the processes through which 

feminism has been racialized.4 The rhetoric of sisterhood, particularly the concept that sisterhood 

is universal, has been soundly refuted because of the way it tends to disavow the forces of power 

and privilege that position different bodies differently. Texts that include writings from women 

located in a variety of distinct positions, such as Sisterhood Is Powerful, may nevertheless 

produce difference in a way that does not challenge or question the center and margins of 

feminism (see Jakobsen 1998, ch. 2) and that, in fact, reifies the center and margins. Questioning 

the dominant conception of race within  (white) U.S. feminism, Kimberly Christiansen (1997) 

argues that “the definition of racism prevalent among white feminists. . . focuses almost 

exclusively on the individual or attitudinal aspects of racism while virtually ignoring its historical 

origins and institutional components” (621). Such a definition, she argues, dehistoricizes race and 

racial identity categories and obscures the ideologies that have reproduced economic and political 

inequality based on skin color on a structural level.  

Christiansen’s insightful analysis is provocative in two ways. First she proposes that 

white U.S. feminism reproduces racism as a problem of individual consciousness (621). The 

difficulty of destabilizing the individual as the site of racism is manifest not only in 

Christiansen’s examples (about how consciousness raising produces knowledge about white 

women that they then generalize to all women [619]) but also in her proposals for antiracist 

political engagements. Consider, for example, her suggestions that “white feminists need to be 
                                                           
3  Numerous studies are taking on this narrative and demonstrating its limitations, a few of which are 

Cade (1970), Chow (1987), Springer (1999, 2005), Breines (20002, 2006), Thompson (2002), 
Blackwell (2003), Roth (2004), and Valk (2008). 

4 Because “race” often connotes “color” in a way that excludes whiteness, I want to clarify that 
racialization is also a processe through which feminism is whitened. 
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studying and coming to terms with the personal, historical, and theoretical works by people of 

color” (620; see also 637), “to come to terms with the real and painful divisions among women” 

(633), and “to begin the discussions that would lead to feminist, antiracist positions and actions 

on current economic tactics” (638).  This attention to the individual—individual consciousness, 

will, and choice—is an important reminder of the quotidian and material ways that we can 

interrupt our own privilege and the structures that maintain the status quo. However, when 

Christiansen writes that “racism is not primarily about ‘how we feel about each other’” but “is 

about the unequal distribution of economic wealth and political power in this country (and around 

the world) along lines of color, class, and culture” (621). Her assertion separates the objective and 

structural conditions of injustice and oppression from our feelings toward others. It reinforces the 

presumption that emotions are a micro-level experience and that they are the product of 

individuals’ decisions about what or what not to feel. Sara Ahmed’s notion of affective 

economies is useful here, since she locates the power of affect in its movements, its circulations, 

which provides a structural analysis of affect. Building on the money-commodity-money formula, 

Ahmed articulates a “theory of passion. . . as that which is accumulated over time.” She explains, 

“Affect does not reside in an object or sign, but is an effect of the circulation between objects and 

signs (= the accumulation of affective value). Signs increase in affective value as an effect of the 

movement between signs: the more signs circulate, the more affective they become” (2004, 45). 

Ahmed demonstrates the work that words do to assign certain affect to certain bodies through 

their circulation and repetition. Therefore, although Christiansen’s observation that racism is 

much more than how we feel about each other is important, her juxtaposition of “how we feel 

about each other” and “unequal distribution” of resources presumes a disjuncture between the two 

that is not necessarily accurate or useful. This chapter builds on Ahmed’s work to develop a 
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structure of feeling (Williams 1977) that gave feminism as a collective identity political and 

affective valences. 

 

Metacommunication 

Roland Barthes describes the image of a young black soldier saluting the French flag on the cover 

of Paris-Match: “On the cover, a young Negro in a French uniform is saluting, with his eyes 

uplifted, probably fixed on the fold of a tricolour.”  He goes on to explain that “all this is the 

meaning of the picture” (1972, 116). The aspects of the image (the signifiers) and their associated 

concepts (signifieds) combine to form a literal, or denotative, meaning: “a black soldier is giving 

the French flag a salute” (Hall 1997, 39). The same decoding process applies to figure 4.2, for 

example. There are four women standing outside, they are marked through the caption as 

Vietnamese, they are outside, and one of them holds a gun. This literal meaning, though, interacts 

with a connotative meaning since an utterance’s meaning is never only denotative (see Veron 

1971, 64). Thus, a close reading of the images of Sojourner Truth and Indochinese women as well 

as a close reading of their patterns of representation reveals part of the discursive field that shapes 

and constrains the possibilities of their encoding and decoding.  

My analysis of visual representations of Sojourner Truth and Indochinese women builds 

on theories of the communication process developed within cultural studies. Drawing on this 

work I understand my project here as a process of analyzing feminism the way one might diagram 

a sentence. Take, for example, the sentence “I eat an apple.” From it we learn something about 

the speaker, about apples, and about an event. However, the sentence produces meaning also on a 

grammatical level. We learn something about subjects, verbs, and objects, and how their 

relationships to each other produce meaning. An analysis of grammar is an analysis of structures 
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of meaning. An ideological, or metacommunicational exploration of the circulation of images of 

Sojourner Truth and Indochinese women also reveals both structures of meaning.  Rather than 

trying to unearth and record the moments of encoding and decoding, this analysis looks at 

patterns of representation to map the metacommunicational facets of an utterance. As Eliseo 

Veron proposes, “Any message determines its connotative meaning in a given situation in relation 

to other messages that could have been transmitted instead, and in relation to different 

combinations of the same elements integrating in the message” (1971, 66). Therefore, the 

utterance of an image is meaningful because of the material, rhetorical, and textual aspects of its 

incarnation, because of the broader discursive field in which it appears, and because of what is 

not visible or explicit (see also Heck 1980, 124). All three categories of meaning production are 

relevant here because they interact to form patterns that are both prescriptive and descriptive.  

A focus on the rules that make certain utterances (a unit of text or an image) meaningful 

and that shape the possibilities for encoding and decoding messages demands attention to 

repetition. Sara Ahmed’s concept of stickiness is especially influential in this regard. She uses 

this concept to explain how signs gain certain meanings at the expense of and in tension with 

others. What meanings, she wonders, tend to stick to a thing whereas others will just slide off? 

According to Ahmed, one way in which signs become sticky is precisely through repetition: “if a 

word is used a certain way, again and again, then that ‘use’ becomes intrinsic” (91). Meaning 

becomes a part of the sign itself, rather than being contingent—on time, place, or source of the 

utterance. In addition to being productive, repetition is also reductive. It results in blockages that 

prevent some meanings from attaching themselves to signs, so it is important also to notice what 

meanings do not stick (91-92; see also 97-100).5 In these processes of signification, Ahmed deftly 

                                                           
5 Another facet of concealment for Ahmed is the way that the process of meaning making is made 

invisible. When meaning sticks to a sign so thoroughly that this meaning is understood as intrinsic, “the 
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demonstrates, a sign’s intelligibility is also based on the way it makes us feel, for “language 

works as a form of power in which emotions align some bodies with others, as well as stick 

different figures together, by the way they move us” (195). In other words, meaning and affect 

are intertwined. Although noting particular textual manifestations of ideas and bodies, Ahmed’s 

method of close reading focuses on the discursive circulation of meaning (194). In the context of 

feminist periodicals, however, the material, physical facets of a sign’s usage and repetition are 

also important aspects of its historicity and meaning. It matters not just that an object is made 

visible but where, how, and through what means of production. The materiality of a sign’s 

manifestation matters. 

Judy Wu points to just such affective investments when writes that figures of Indochinese 

women acted as a kind of mirror for the West, “representing an image of revolutionary hope that 

contrasted [with] oppressive gender roles in North American societies” (2010, 194). In her study 

of the 1971 Indochinese Women’s Conferences in Toronto and Vancouver, she elaborates the 

ways that women from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia formed “idealized projections of 

otherness” (2010, 194), projections that represent a “radical orientalist sensibility.” The title of 

this chapter was inspired by Wu’s analysis, and her discussion of feminists’ revolutionary 

investments in certain bodies helps us examine the images here. 

In order to think through the repetition of figures of Sojourner Truth and Indochinese 

women it is necessary to travel beyond the five publishing communities that are the focus of this 

dissertation. The periodicals from Los Angeles, New Orleans, Iowa City, Northampton, and 

Cambridge are still central, but a variety of other periodicals make clear that the images in papers 

from these five cities are not unique. Feminist newsletters and newspapers from a wide range of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
association between words that generates meaning is concealed” (Ahmed 2004, 92). 
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cities demonstrate the extent to which particular images circulated throughout feminist 

communities in the United States. Knowing that images of and references to Truth and 

Indochinese women appear ubiquitously indicates their significance on a national scale and 

makes visible patterns that allow us to uncover the grammatical structures that produced and 

encouraged this significance. 

 

Women of color 

How did the text about and images of Truth and Indochinese women circulate through feminist 

periodicals to produce meaning—about them and about feminism? In tracking how the bodies of 

women of color were deployed and represented in feminist periodicals repetition is crucial. For, 

although semiosis is ceaseless and dynamic, repetition can nonetheless help to fix and sustain 

meaning. Therefore, the persistent presence of certain bodies of women of color, which appear 

with certain qualities, offers insight into the U.S. women’s liberation movement’s relation to race 

and the narratives that have formed to explicate that relation.  

Many bodies of women of color and historical figures appear in the pages of these 

periodicals, so why select Sojourner Truth and the Indochinese woman for special consideration? 

In addition to the frequency with which they are found in feminist newspapers—and are made 

visible elsewhere in the U.S. women’s liberation movement—they open up spaces for thinking 

through the temporality and spatiality of U.S. feminism. Although a significant part of the U.S. 

feminist project involved creating the discursive and material conditions through which a better, 

feminist future could be realized, feminist periodicals hint at the ways that women were also 

oriented toward the past. Revisiting the lives of prominent women and excavating the women 

whose lives had been erased created a lineage of activism into which U.S. feminism could narrate 
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itself and offered historical evidence for the pervasiveness of patriarchal practices. Analyzing the 

figure of the Indochinese woman, on the other hand, can untangle the ways that U.S. feminists 

created a kind of spatial lineage into which they could narrate their activism. Moreover, according 

to Judy Wu, the depictions of Indochinese women “assisted American activists in imagining the 

possibilities of new political identities and new ways of organizing society” (2010, 579-80). 

These depictions thus mapped coordinates of space onto time. Sojourner Truth creates a kind of 

historical feminist space, which is then used to give meaning to contemporary activism. 

Indochinese women, however, are taken from a particular geographical space and then are placed 

into a feminist present and future. In both cases, by taking up the image of an other and bringing 

that other into the envelope of feminism, periodicals contribute to the demarcation of feminism’s 

inside and outside. Importantly, these boundaries are both spatial and temporal. 

Some bodies and images circulate more widely than others, based on the political figures 

in the local area where the periodical is published, on the periodicals that an editorial collective 

reads and cites, on the political and affective commitments of the collective, and on the material 

constraints of publishing—such as the format and size of the periodical, the mode of publishing, 

the financial resources available, and the time and skills editorial collective members could offer. 

The figures that are made visible in this way have a particular salience, even if the presence of 

these bodies is not necessarily the result of an editorial collective’s or member’s calculated 

decision to make a particular person symbolic of the women’s liberation movement. Nor can we 

know exactly how readers consumed the images they encountered. And if someone read only a 

few issues of a periodical or did not read a variety of different periodicals, she would have uneven 

and unpredictable exposure to these figures. For example, the L.A. Women’s Liberation 

Newsletter refers to Sojourner Truth only twice—in their March and April 1971 issues—both in 
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relation to International Women’s Day events taking place on March 8. If someone missed those  

two issues, she might not encounter a citation of Truth’s image or name in this periodical. 

Regardless of an image’s specific meaning for each reader and editor, it is significant that these 

figures appeared over and over again. In exploring how a feminist collective identity emerged and 

was made meaningful, it is useful to think about those images that appear to have greater 

symbolic weight for this identity. 

Such repetition is noteworthy also because of the structure of the women’s liberation 

movement. Since 1970s feminism was largely a grassroots movement without a stable network 

connecting different local groups with each other and with regional or national organizations, 

there was not a single platform that local groups were asked to support. Nationwide 

mobilizations, such as that for passage of the Equal Rights Amendment or the campaign to free 

Angela Davis, did galvanize women through a singular goal, but there were few structures of 

accountability that ensured that each group used the same material or used material in the same 

way. Leon V. Sigal’s study of the New York Times and the Washington Post between 1949 and 

1969 reveals that over half of the stories published drew primarily from routine channels. The 

channel from which almost half of those stories cited were U.S. officials (1973, 124), which 

illustrates that news media tend to produce stories informed by few sources and so-called official 

sources. Feminists drew on institutionalized sources such the Liberation News Service, and 

editorial collectives also reprinted excerpts from mainstream media. However, the women’s 

liberation movement had no such explicitly feminist structures that circulated information on a 

national scale or based on an official movement position.  

 

Indochinese Women 
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The term Indochinese is appropriate for an analysis of the alternative press in the 1970s for two 

reasons. First, it describes a geopolitical area with a particular salience in this period. Second, 

images of women who appear to be Asian are often printed in feminist periodicals without 

captions, so there are no explicit markers that identify them as being from a particular country (or 

from a particular region of a country). This is also the case for hand-drawn graphics. Because 

Vietnam garners the most attention, it is likely that the inclusion of such images is supposed to 

guide readers to think of Vietnamese women. Yet consider the cover image of Womankind, a 

Louisville, Kentucky, periodical (figure 4.3). There is no text on the cover to contextualize the 

figure of the woman, smiling, with a gun resting on her shoulder. The editorial on page 2 tells 

readers that this is a “Special Indochina Issue,” which includes an article about the Indochinese 

Women’s Conference in Vancouver, images from the U.S. G.I. training book, and personal 

histories of Vietnamese women. Yet readers still are not given specific information to help them 

read the national, regional, or local specificity of the woman on the cover. The image of this 

woman appears in other publications (figures 4.4 and 4.5), both of which suggest that she is 

Vietnamese but neither gives specific biographical or geographical information to confirm her 

identity. In fact, the only clue to the photograph’s provenance is found in figure 4.5; below the 

bottom right corner is “LNS photo,” giving credit to the Liberation News Service for providing it. 

Figures 4.6 and 4.7 offer additional context for understanding the significance of these 

photographs and the connotations associated with Indochinese women, suggesting that the 

particularities of identity and location are less important than a figure’s legibility as Indochinese. 

Cumulatively, figures 4.2–4.7 give Indochinese women certain characteristics. First, they are 

visible as women of color: they look Asian. Second, they are most often shown outdoors, 

surrounded by scenery that connotes rural and pastoral locations. Third, they carry guns. This 
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particular combination gets reproduced in various ways and the photographs thus mark these 

bodies not just as revolutionary bodies but as revolutionary women. Portraying women in this 

schema explicitly and implicitly embodies them as subjects who quite literally become freedom 

fighters.  

These characteristics seem especially salient when situated within the broader discursive 

field of representations of women of color. Figures 4.8 through 4.10 present different (but 

strikingly similar) images repeating the trope of the woman and the gun. The way guns appear as 

quotidian accessories—women have them when they are standing around talking—additionally 

emphasizes the way a revolutionary femininity breaks the molds that define the roles by which 

many white women felt trapped and that framed their representation in popular media. In figures 

4.9 and 4.10 women’s bodies take up an unusual amount of space, a facet of these images that be 

continues in the following series. In such portrayals, women’s arms are extended fiercely, and the 

figures depicted do not just exist in space, they are physically taking it. 

Figures 4.11–4.15 further this trope by integrating the image of a child and adding 

another dimension to revolutionary femininity. The juxtaposition of the child and a weapon 

emphasizes that revolutionary women are indeed women, that revolution need not mean one 

disavows all things associated with womanhood and, that motherhood in fact is part of a 

revolutionary movement. In “Why Women and the War” (figure 4.6) the author writes,  

the U.S. as self-proclaimed protector is consciously attempting to mold the lives of the 
Vietnamese by imposing American standards on a people with a historic cultural identity. 
Since it is women who are the bearers of future generations and the mainstay of the home 
it is they who receive the brunt of the attack. . . . Knowing only the traditional peasant 
skills many women turn to prostitution as the only way to feed themselves and their 
children.6  

                                                           
6 “Why Women and the War,” Sister, January 1973, p. 1. SCLSSR. This confluence of symbols—a 

woman, a gun, and a child—carries important revolutionary affect for nonwhite-identified activists. In 
the article “Soy Chicano Primero” Enriqueta Longeaux Y Vasquez writes, “Sometimes we hear the 
whisper that if you are a radical Chicana you may lose some of your femininity as a woman. And we 
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This article ends with a discussion of the local group Women and the War, whose members have 

developed a media packet to educate people about the conflict. Included is “a slide show on 

Vietnamese women, describing the role of women in resisting the U.S. attempt to destroy the 

fabric of Vietnamese culture.” The metaphor of woman and their bodies standing in for nation or 

culture is not new. But the images here and the references to domestic labor both reinforce the 

ways that women are characterized through their practices of social reproduction and point to the 

revolutionary aspects of such labor. Audre Lorde observes in her poem “Litany for Survival,” 

it is better to speak 
remembering 

we were never meant to survive. (1978, 32) 
 

This suggests that it is not just an individual’s survival but the survival of a community that can 

indeed be revolutionary and can be a form of resistance.7 

Just as it is useful to consider the patterns of repetition that emerge through the 

photographs and graphics, we can also explore the boundaries of a feminist collective identity by 

looking at that which distinguishes one image from another. For example, let us consider the way 

that the graphics diverge from the photos. There are photographs of Panther women with their 

fists raised in the air and photographs of Indochinese women with guns. However, the actual 

photographs do not show Indochinese women raising their gun-wielding fists, nor do the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
question this as we look at the world struggles and know that this question as to our femininity doesn’t 
make much sense. After all, we have seen the Vietnamese woman fight for survival with a gun in one 
hand and a child sucking on her breast on the other arm. She is certainly feminine. Our own mothers 
and grandmothers still recall how many of them fought with the men in the revolution and they were 
brave and beautiful, perhaps more human because of the struggle they fought for” (in the archive this 
article is a photocopy without information about its original publication; this manuscript is located in a 
collection accompanying the California State University, Long Beach, Oral History Collection and is in 
the subsection “Los Angeles Women’s Liberation Movement [Chicana Student Publications].” This 
collection is not catalogued). 

7 Lorde also claims that“to survive in the mouth of this dragon we call america, we have had to learn this 
first and most vital lesson—that we were never meant to survive. Not as human beings” (1984, 42). 
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photographs depict the anger or suffering that is more apparent in some of the graphical 

representations of women of color. The graphics, in their representations of women, suggest that 

feminists are imagining revolutionary bodies in very particular ways. As creations that are 

generically distinct from a photograph, graphics offer insight into the affective investments of 

U.S. feminists in revolutionary women and women of color. These imaginary/imagined women 

seem to bring together elements of the Vietnam War and the black power movement in particular 

to signify the kind of women that feminists wanted to include in the movement and also that some 

feminists wanted to become. 

Such interchangeability cultivates a kind of repetition that turns bodies of women of color 

into signifiers to which certain meanings and affects stick. In thinking about how the bodies of 

others inspire “new political identities” and “new ways of organizing society,” consider that the 

feminist media coverage of the event tended to focus on “the women who either suffered 

traumatic abuse or could testify to wartime atrocities” (Wu 2010, 211-12). Such attention is not 

unsurprising, and my intention is not to dilute the unimaginable experiences many Vietnamese, 

Laotian, and Cambodian women survived; nevertheless, such repetition in the depiction of 

Indochinese women turns their bodies into sticky signs. Through such narratives about their 

revolutionary spirits and practices as well as the hardships and torture they endured, Indochinese 

women “assisted American activists in imagining the possibilities of new political identities and 

new ways of organizing society” (2009, 579-80). The affect connected to such revolutionary 

womanhood can be found in a January 1973 issue of Sister, which is themed “woman and the 

war.” An untitled editorial states,  

We rise up together with our Vietnamese sisters who realized they had to unite and 
organize. They established day care centers and schools. They formed women’s 
battalions to fight their enemy. The tremendous work of Southeast Asian women in 
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factories and on the battlefields has shown us American women that we must follow their 
example and liberate ourselves.”8   

 
Consider also the text that accompanies figure 4.13: 

We must reject the individualistic ethic that society forces on us and replace it with a 
collective effort to change those institutions into ones which encourage a revolution in 
personal fulfillment and human relationships. 

The women of Vietnam, for example, realize that their personal and political 
liberation are inseparable. While fighting for self-determination of their country they are 
also fighting for their own self-determination within that country. These women have 
broken out of their traditional “feminine” roles and now assume significant political, 
economic, and military positions. . . . The Vietnamese people realize that a democratic, 
socialist, humanist society can only be achieved through the active equal participation of 
all the people. They see the vital connection between democratic socialism and the 
liberation of women.9 
 

Despite the explicit reference to Vietnam in the article, the figure of the women does not carry the 

markers of a Vietnamese or Indochinese (or even Asian) woman: her facial features, her clothing, 

the blackness of her body, and the book she carries with “Black Studies” on its cover accumulate 

to produce this body as a black woman (likely of African descent). Note also the artist’s name, 

“Emory,” written by the figure’s feet. It is not possible to determine how many readers would 

notice the name and, if they did, if they would know that it refers to Emory Douglas, the artist and 

Minister of Culture for the Black Panther Party. Nevertheless, the composition of this page 

produces an intertextual conversation between image and words, one that potentially collapses the 

distinctions between different women, different revolutionary struggles, and different geopolitical 

formations. Through the repetition of a certain visual configuration that is accompanied by a 

particular affective investment, the body of a woman who appears to be a woman of color 

becomes reified as revolutionary. And U.S. feminism, by aligning itself—visually and 

politically—with these women, becomes revolutionary as well.  

                                                           
8 Editorial, Sister, January 1973, p. 3. SCLSSR. 
9 Harriet Spiegal and Arlynn Robertson, “Revolutionary Women,” Women’s Liberation Cadre publication 

from Urbana, Illinois [Spring 1970]. Folder 5, box 1, Fran Ansley Papers. 

 



153 

This interchangeability is manifest also through the full-page article, “Interview with a 

Sandinista,” in Distaff’s May 1980 issue (figure 4.14).10 This interview with Olga Aviles, a 

prominent actor in the revolutionary efforts, takes place soon after the new government had been 

established. According to the interviewer, Connie Dorval-Bernal, Aviles’s “experiences are 

foreign to most of us, who are not part of the Third World struggles, but her courage, strength, 

and fierce belief in her ideals cross the borders of experience and touch us all.”11 This 

characterization of Aviles exemplifies the structure of affective economies. Importantly, it is not 

just the text of the interview that conveys Aviles’s “courage, strength, and fierce belief in her 

ideals” but the figure of the woman that demands attention. Placed prominently below the 

headline, a hand-drawn woman wearing a white dress holds a child with one arm and raises a gun 

with the other. To see this image without a caption or outside the context of the women’s 

liberation movement might produce confusion about what the woman is holding in her left hand; 

since the object is long and narrow, it could be a stick or staff, and the small protrusion in the 

middle of the right edge of the instrument likely signifies a trigger. But the feminist conventions 

of depicting women of color with rifles in their raised hands no doubt informed readings of this 

image. It makes sense to conclude that the artist (who is unknown) and editors understood the 

symbolic value of the image in relation to the third world, black, and/or feminist liberation 

movements. Additionally, readers (then and now) are likely to place this image in the same 

revolutionary tradition.  

These images and the ways they are juxtaposed with text demonstrate the potential for 

women of color to become conflated with revolution itself. On the one hand, this positioning 

acknowledges the institutionalized racism and imperialism that has produced a quotidian for 

                                                           
10  The Sandinistas were Nicaraguan guerrillas that overthrew the dominant political powers in 1979. 
11 “Interview with a Sandinista,” by Connie Dorval-Bernal, Distaff, May 1980, p. 9. NCCROW. 
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many women of color in which they must fight to meet their basic needs and the needs of their 

communities, in which white women in the United States fear their children will “grow up to join 

the patriarchy” while black women fear their children “will be dragged from a car and shot down 

in the street” (Lorde 1984, 119). The lives of women of color are crucially distinct from the lives 

of white women in the United States. However, this positioning also may produce women of 

color as a homogenous other: any body with certain markers can invoke the connotations of 

revolution. This interchangeability, importantly, is also an affective interchangeability. In fact, it 

is precisely the interchangeability of affect that allows these bodies to be materially/textually 

interchangeable. They all represent the revolutionary present of their own liberation battles and 

revolutionary future/potential of the women’s liberation movement.   

At the same time, the aspects of the photographs and graphics that contextualize the 

figures as Indochinese and/or revolutionary work precisely in a way that reinforces their 

otherness in relation to Western feminists. The fact that they are outside separates these women 

from the conventional spaces of Western middle-class white femininity—namely the domestic 

space and the private sphere. Their surroundings, including tall grass or trees in the background 

(figures 4.2, 4.3, 4.5, and 4.7) and a lack of visible signs of “civilization” (buildings, roads, 

vehicles, etc.), further distance the women pictured from the trappings of the West and modernity. 

The otherness of these women is thus affirmed by the factors that distinguish them from their 

sisters in the United States, distinctions that are both spatial and temporal. The fact that they are 

Indochinese creates them as geographical others; they are not of the West and indeed are engaged 

in a guerrilla war against military and imperialist forces of the West. Temporally, they embody 

the third world woman “out of time with the West” (Ong 1994, 376). Aihwa Ong calls attention 

to such a temporal disjuncture  in part to critique the narratives of progress that feminists produce 
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when they analyze struggles for justice among non-Western communities within Western 

standards of justice and equality. These photographs, however, suggest a different tension in the 

temporal location of Indochinese women. On the one hand, their traditional, pastoral existence 

evokes and invokes a time of colonialism, a premodern time when white Western men forced 

their values and way of life onto a brown subaltern population.12 On the other hand, Indochinese 

women stand in for the future of U.S. feminism. The full inclusion of these women in the feminist 

project signifies feminism’s approach to being a true revolution, one that can potentially liberate 

all women, everywhere. In this sense, Indochinese women (and women of color in general) 

become feminism’s ideal and objective. For example, Rachel Lee, in her discussion of the way 

women of color tend to be framed in academia, writes that “the narration of Women’s Studies’ 

critical progress inheres in the field’s ability both to incorporate the ‘outside’ and to substitute 

itself for the outside.’ Thus, Women’s Studies imagines itself as having, in the past, omitted a 

race-full perspective in its initial primary focus on gender, and, in the present, working toward a 

more inclusive analysis” (2001, 88). Women’s studies does not have the same trajectories, 

challenges, and successes as the women’s liberation movement—although the two are 

interdependent and intertwined—yet feminism located outside the academy is critiqued in a 

similar manner.13  

Indochinese women become valued also for the ways they symbolize gender identity and 

gender relations; this facet of their identity, however, is most visible when the images are read in 

conjunction with surrounding text. The article “The Baltimore Conference” in Battle Acts 

(published in Cambridge, Massachusetts) describes a conference panel whose members discussed 

                                                           
12 See Zillah Eisenstein’s discussion of women’s bodies in particular being symbolic of the temporal 

location of a community (2004, especially chapter 8). 
13 See Hewitt (2010) for a discussion of the dominant narrative describing the trajectory of U.S. feminism 

from the 1970s to the present. 
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their visit to Budapest, Hungary, to meet with Vietnamese women (figure 4.5). One of the 

panelists, before she became active in the women’s liberation movement, had traveled to Vietnam 

with a group of antiwar activists. During this visit she met separately with Vietnamese women 

and described this experience as “tremendously inspiring.” In fact, the author writes, “It was the 

Vietnamese women who actually raised her [the panelist’s] woman’s consciousness and recruited 

her to the cause of women’s liberation,” finding this to be evidence of “how very conscious the 

Vietnamese are of the oppression of women.”14 Consider also the poem accompanying an article 

in Sister, “Why Women and the War” (figure 4.6). A direct address “To the Women of Vietnam,” 

it begins 

You are the ones 
who made us realize 

what is happening to us now 
 

and continues by collapsing the two liberation struggles into one: 

your 
fighting has revealed 

 
your enemy as ours 
your lives as ours 

your brothers as our own.15 
 
Here women in Vietnam are the ones whose presence is both the present and future of women’s 

liberation. That is, the struggles and battles of Vietnamese women against the United States and 

North Vietnam represent a future manifestation of women’s liberation: the women of Vietnam, 

because their actions are seen as part of a real revolution, because their consciousness regarding 

issues of inequality and imperialism are more acute, and because they have more successfully 

                                                           
14 “The Baltimore Conference” by Neomi Cohen, Battle Acts, November 1970, p. 13. Folder 3, box 1, 

Fran Ansley Papers. 
15 Jane Franklin, “To the Women of Vietnam,” Sister, January 1973, p. 1. SCLSSR. 
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advocated for gender equality, indicates where the U.S. women’s liberation movement strives to 

be. 

 

Sojourner Truth 

The patterns that emerge when looking at images of Indochinese women help us think through 

the portrayal of Sojourner Truth on the cover of Ain’t I a Woman? In this image only some of the 

features of the highly stylized, carefully posed photographs that Truth commissioned between 

1863 and 1875 appear. Truth posed in seven different sittings for what became cartes de visite 

that she sold to support her traveling and speaking, as well as to provide her with income. Truth’s 

embodiment in these photographs is ambiguous but is intended in part to highlight her ties to 

middle class respectability, a radical claim for an illiterate former slave (see Peterson 1995; 

Painter 1996; Zackodnick 2005). Items such as the white hair cover and collar, spectacles, 

tailored dress, unfinished knitting projects in her lap, an opened book on a table beside her carried 

meanings related to gender, class, religion, and race (Painter 1994, 483-85). But these meanings 

would likely not be common knowledge to the generic mid-twentieth century periodical 

consumer even as they offered clear indicators that this figure indeed was Sojourner Truth. In 

Ain’t I a Woman?’s depiction of Truth, her middle-class respectability is superseded by her 

embodiment as a deeply gendered subject, in which the raised fist appears as a symbol of 

resistance and power.  

The fist emerged as a potent symbol of the women’s liberation movement and was often 

placed within the circle of the woman’s symbol (see figure 4.16) in feminist ephemera and 

publications. Its connotations of resistance and power in the Black Power movement suggest that 
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the imagery was present in feminism’s conscious and unconscious.16 Shirley Weber connects this 

iconography specifically to the desire for power, and not mere inclusion—socially, politically, 

and economically—that women’s liberation and black power movements shared. She refers to the 

1968 Olympic Games in Mexico City, when sprinters Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised their 

gloved, clenched fists when standing on the podiums during the medal ceremony for the two-

hundred-meter dash (1981, 495-96).17 The fist, thus, cannot be separated from its association with 

the Black Power movement and revolutionary meaning because of the way it, reinforces the 

militancy and violence of that movement. This portrayal of Truth, putting into conversation the 

nineteenth century markers of class and gender with mid-twentieth century markers of 

revolutionary liberation movements, indicates another way feminists sought power and claimed 

revolutionary status. The revolutionary nature of this embodiment, as with the graphics of 

Indochinese women, relies on its distance from the conventions of white Western femininity.  

Similarly, the radical affect related to Truth gains its power from the visual and political 

distinctions from the figure of the woman-turned-women’s-liberation-activist. The photographs 

associated with the 1968 protest of the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City, New Jersey reveal 

a group of white-looking women marching on the boardwalk, carrying signs, and placing 

undergarments in a freedom trashcan. Underestimating the radical and revolutionary impact of 

this action, the images that circulated most widely did not construct women’s liberation activists 

as a threat or as dangerous. Figure 4.17, for example, appears in Sara Evans’s national history of 

                                                           
16 See Nachescu (2008) for a discussion about the various ways that radical feminism in the 1970s drew 

from and was affected ideologically the Black Power movement, Shirley Weber (1981) and Lisa Gail 
Collins (2006) each compares the women’s liberation’s and black power’s similar organizing, 
mobilizing, and aesthetic strategies. Collins describes the two movnements as paralleling, rather than 
influencing, each other, and although I cannot speak to the impact of feminism on Black Power my 
reading of feminist periodicals suggests that feminists were indeed aware of the politics and activism of 
the black power movement. Weber’s analysis suggests a unilinear relationship between the two 
movements, in which feminism borrows from black activists and not the other way around. 

17 See Peterson (2009) for an analysis of the media coverage of this event. 
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U.S. feminism. This photograph, which is attributed to the Associated Press, also appears in two 

articles published in the early 2000s (Jervis 2004; Berkinow 2005), suggesting that it is both 

easily accessible and that it has become more broadly symbolic of the U.S. women’s liberation 

movement (see also Redstockings 2000-2009). 

However, Ain’t I a Woman?’s depiction of Sojourner Truth is anomalous. The image 

most frequently used more closely resembles the photographs from the 1800s (see figure 4.18). 

But that graphic does not visually reflect the power and energy that we see on the cover of Ain’t I 

a Woman? Nor does it manifest the raised fist that signals the influence of the Black Power 

movement on women’s liberation. Nevertheless, the Truth of the cartes de visite, also relies on 

important distinctions from conventional Western, white, middle-class femininity.  

Truth’s image was deployed by feminists beyond print publications. The April 1971 issue 

of the Los Angeles newsletter describes the International Women’s Day event in which Truth 

figured prominently: 

Preceded by a life-sized statue of Sojourner Truth, a leading black feminist of the 1850's, 
the women joyfully marched down Broadway singing, chanting and issuing Certificates 
of Sisterhood to non-marching women along the parade route. . . . 

The official rally began at 1:00 with original feminist songs sung by Ruthie Gordon. 
Renee Harding from the L.S. Committee to Free Angela Davis, told of Sojourner Truth’s 
life and the hardships and degradation she endured as a black woman slave. After gaining 
her freedom, Sojourner committed herself to fighting for the rights of women and blacks 
just as, today, Angela Davis has made that same commitment. . . . 

As Renee Harding read the speech Sojourner Truth gave before the Women's Rights 
Convention at Akron, Ohio in 1851, popularly known as “And Ain't I a Woman?”, the 
statue of her was chained to the center flag-pole in the middle of Pershing Square. The 
women, with arms linked, joyously sang a feminist song, each one of them overpowered 
by the growing sense of sisterhood and strength the successful demonstration had given 
to each of them.18 

 

                                                           
18 “March 8th International Women's Day Celebration Rousing Success” by Ethel H., L.A. Women’s 

Liberation Newsletter, April 1971, p. 2. Folder 1, LAWLM. Figure 4.19 is an image of one of these 
certificates. 
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Other bodies were represented at the demonstration, as evidenced by the article’s references to 

speakers from the Women’s Liberation Labor Committee, the Asian Women’s Collective, and a 

lesbian feminist group. Such representation indicates the varied groups of people who were 

included in a feminist collective identity; however, Sojourner Truth becomes a highly visible 

protagonist in the narration of an international feminist history. A black woman, who grew up as 

a slave in upstate New York hundred years prior to the celebration, has become symbolically 

central. In fact, a re-creation of her body led the parade of women marching through downtown 

Los Angeles and became a kind of boundary marker, distinguishing women—feminists, sisters—

who were participating in the women’s liberation movement from those who did or could not 

participate, although distributing “certificates of sisterhood” defined the boundary between 

insiders and outsiders as porous.19   

Just as the figures of Indochinese women could help feminists draw an affective line 

connecting their fights for justice and the lives of Vietnamese, Laotian, and Cambodian 

revolutionaries, the figure of Sojourner Truth links the women’s liberation movement to another 

antiracist and antisexist struggle. Giving an International Women’s Day speech in Los Angeles in 

1974, a member of the Los Angeles Women’s Liberation Union told the crowd, 

It has been 121 years since Sojourner Truth spoke the following words, but it is 
appropriate, I believe, for them to be repeated again: 
“We’ll have our rights, see if we don’t and you can’t stop us from them, see if you can. 
You may hiss as much as you like, but it is coming. women don’t get half as much rights 
as they ought to, we want more and we will have it.” (Sojourner Truth, 1853, New 
York)20 
 

Truth’s persona places the political agenda of the U.S. women’s liberation movement within the 

lineage of black women’s struggle, which was, among other things, a praxis of resistance against 
                                                           
19 The significance of who could/did and could not/did not participate actively in events such as these 

merits closer examination, but such an analysis falls outside the scope of this project. 
20 Susan Rabinowitz, International Women’s Day Speech, Los Angeles, CA, March 8, 1974. “International 

Women’s Day” section, box 2, Joan Robins papers. 
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gender, racial, economic, and sexual dehumanization. And surely no one would have disputed 

either the horror of slavery or the necessity of an abolitionist movement. Truth, thus, serves as a 

figure whose historical actions give political and affective meaning to feminists’ contemporary 

actions. 

Teresa Zackodnik locates this distinction within the historical context of the 

representations of Truth by white women’s rights activists in the nineteenth century. She focuses 

in particular on Frances Dana Gage’s article recounting Truth’s Ain’t I a Woman/Ar’n’t I a 

Woman speech given at the 1851 Akron women’s rights convention. Below is a description of 

Truth’s speech recorded by Gage: 

“Nobody eber helps me into carriages, or ober mud-puddles, or gives me any best place;” 
and, raising herself to her full height, and her voice to pitch like rolling thunder, she 
asked, “And ar’n’t I a woman? Look at me. Look at my arm,” and she bared her right arm 
to the shoulder, showing its tremendous muscular power. “I have plowed and planted and 
gathered into barns, and no man could head me—and ar’n’t I a woman? I could work as 
much and eat as much as a man, (when I could get it,) and bear de lash as well—and 
ar’n’t I a woman? I have borne thirteen chillen, and seen ‘em mos’ all sold off into 
slavery, and when I cried out with a mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard—and ar’n’t I a 
woman?  When dey talks ‘bout dis ting in de head. What dis dey call it?” “Intellect,” 
whispered some one near. “Das it, honey. What’s dat got to do with women’s rights or 
nigger’s rights? If my cup won’t hold but a pint and yourn holds a quart, wouldn’t ye be 
mean not to let me have me little half-measure full?” (quoted in Painter 1996, 167-68). 
 

The plantation dialect that authenticates Truth’s status as a once-enslaved person and gives her 

the authority to speak from her experiences incorrectly locates her, for she lived the early part of 

her life in New York with a Dutch family. The accent with which Truth would have spoken does 

not get depicted in Gage’s version, nor does it survive the century between Gage’s accounting of 

the speech and the version accompanying Truth’s image in women’s liberation publications. 

Feminists would have avoided this dialect because it was seen as caricaturing black people. 

However the image from Ain’t I a Woman? suggests that feminists did not wholly abandon the 

affect and energy produced through Gage’s rendition.  
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Patricia Hill Collins places Truth in a lineage of black women’s struggle and activism 

infused with feeling and spirituality. Such an ethic gains moral authority not because it is the 

product of rational deliberation but because activists “believe that achieving it is the right thing to 

do” (Collins 1998, 244). Understanding moral authority as not just informed by but as dependent 

on one’s embodied experience and feelings is consistent with the modes of knowledge production 

within women’s liberation. Women write about the click of recognition, a moment when an 

everyday event suddenly is repeated differently, in that its sexist, racist, heterosexist 

underpinnings become visible (see, e.g., Farrell 1998, 161-62), and discussions in consciousness 

raising groups were likely to be rooted in women’s everyday experiences and in their emotions 

(see, e.g., Carden 1974, 33-37). As I briefly discuss in the previous chapter and as the term 

“consciousness raising” suggests, allying oneself with the women’s liberation movement also 

involved allying oneself with a new epistemology. Through an analysis of mainstream media’s 

portrayals of feminism, it becomes clear that a feminist epistemology is not only de-authorized 

but is actively disparaged and trivialized. For this reason, images of strong, revolutionary women 

are affectively meaningful. This widely circulating image of Truth depicts her speaking as a 

laborer, as a mother, and as a woman, and the authority she has been given to speak for and about 

marginalization shapes feminists’ speaking as laborers, mothers, and women. Depictions of Truth 

in feminist periodicals thus allow the authority of her experience to authorize what is written 

about in the pages of a newspaper from the 1970s and, by extension, the lives of readers. 

Women’s experiences matter and in fact must be a basis for realizing the revolution.  

Truth circulates in a kind of vacuum. Images of her often appear without any 

historiographic information, and her likeness accompanies text unpredictably. In Distaff’s 

November 1979 issue a graphic of Truth appears embedded in an article titled “Our Very Own 
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Bureau In Baton Rouge” and that, according to the editorial preface, is excerpted from WRITES, a 

newsletter from the Women and Employment Program (figures 4.20 and 4.21). The bureau 

described in the article has been developed to address needs and issues of working women, such 

as training programs for women, a talent bank that matches women with available employment, 

and assistance finding emergency shelter. Prominent (but not as prominent as the advertisement 

for the Metro Women’s Center in the bottom right of the page) is an image of Truth and the 

accompanying text: “I have done a great deal of work, as much as a man, but did not get so much 

pay. We do as much, we eat as much, we want as much.”21  

From the hand-drawn cover of Ain’t I a Woman? to the mass produced women’s rights 

calendar (see figure 4.22), there is a visual formula in which the words from her speech are 

accompanied by Truth’s name and the date of the Akron convention.22 The date confirms Truth’s 

historical presence and also the veracity of her statement in the sense that it emerged from an 

actual event. The image from Distaff is small, so it is difficult to discern the accompanying text. 

However, it appears that the date here reads 1853. In my research I have not encountered a speech 

made by Truth in this year, so because the Akron speech circulates so widely through feminist 

publications and because the language in Distaff so closely resembles in spirit the words 

attributed to Truth at Akron, it is most likely that the date is listed incorrectly here. What this 

error suggests is that the artist was familiar with the formula of representing Truth: Truth = image 

+ excerpt from her speech + name and date. This formula further suggests that Truth is 

interchangeable with herself.  

                                                           
21 Distaff, November 1979, p 8. NCCROW. 
22 The calendar uses language directly from Robinson’s report of Truth’s speech but is not faithful to the 

exact order of the words. The first two excerpts are in the order Robinson writes. The order of the next 
two, however, are mixed. Robinson writes: “The poor men seem to be all in confusion and dont [sic] 
know what to do. Why children, if you have women’s rights give it to her and you will feel better. You 
will have your own rights, and they won’t be so much trouble.” And in Robinson’s version the last 
sentence on the calendar is also the last sentence of Truth’s speech (see Painter 1996, 125-26). 
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The affect of language 

A 1970 statement in Female Liberation Newsletter attends to the effect of language on 

perceptions of the women’s liberation movement:  

The word liberation signifies to us freedom from oppressive social relations, sexual 
humiliation, fear and the daily outrages and indignities which are our lives. The word 
liberation, because of its reference to all oppressed peoples, Blacks, Orientals, Chicano 
and other Third World and Working Class people, constantly relates our movement to 
these others. It shows lack of respect and seriousness about the Female Movement not to 
use this word in all its strength and dignity.23 
 

A comment in one of the earliest issues of L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter echoes this 

sentiment: “Using the diminutive ‘Lib’ for Women’s Liberation serves to make the movement 

smaller, less important, perhaps more palatable. . . . Let’s not demean our movement by 

shortening liberation to LIB. Have you ever heard of Black Lib? Or Chicano Lib?”24 In an 

editorial following this statement, Joan Hoffman asks readers to write to the L.A. Times and 

complain, suggesting that the paper’s depiction of feminism reproduces it as diminutive and, thus, 

robs the movement of its power. Ain’t I a Woman? further supports this portrayal as characteristic 

of mainstream media in an editorial about two articles reprinted from the New York-based 

feminist newspaper Rat. They write,  

So how do we get out of the Step-‘N-Fetchit era with the media? (Because that's just 
where we are.) Surely not by working through the pig media. We work in other ways, 

                                                           
23 “Lib or Liberation?” by Jeanne, Female Liberation, October 1, 1970, p. 1. SSC. 
24 Untitled statement by Nancy Robinson, L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, fall 1970, p. 3. Folder 1, 

LAWLM collection. Consider also that the first issue of Distaff was published by a woman running for 
political office in New Orleans because, as she writes, “the media refused to take me seriously. When I 
called a news conference, few reporters came, and the coverage they gave me quoted statements out of 
context and didn't give me a fair chance for rebuttal” (“It Doesn’t Hurt to Try” by Brenda Daviler, 
Distaff [January] 1973, p. 3. NCCROW). Note that this issue is not printed with an issue and volume 
number and is described as a “preview issue” in the subsequent issue of the periodical (Editorial, Distaff 
February 1973, p. 12. NCCROW).  
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through local WL groups, through our own media, until the pigs like [Hugh] Hefner and 
[Dick] Cavett are afraid to enter the same room with WL women in the same way pig 
racists fear the very presence of Black Panthers.25  
 

It is important to note that these authors connect feminism to other revolutionary movements, in 

these examples through the word “liberation” (see also Breines 2002, 1119). And the Ain’t I a 

Woman? editorial specifically refers to the power the Black Panthers had to command attention 

through fear, an emotion not often evoked in response to women’s liberation.  

Collette Gaiter captures the popular imaginary of the Black Panthers: “Beret-wearing, 

gun-toting, angry young black men in black are the most persistent icons representing the Black 

Panthers from the 1960s and 70s. According to mainstream media accounts, their mission was 

essentially to scare white people about armed revolution in retaliation for discrimination” (Gaiter 

2004). She further notes that this “carefully cultivated” portrayal contributed to J. Edgar Hoover’s 

declaration that the Black Panthers were “the greatest threat to American national security.” Ask 

yourself, thus, what feminists of the 1970s would have had to do to cause such a reaction from the 

FBI?26 The connections women articulated between feminism and other revolutionary 

movements, therefore, are significant for their affective value. For not only were feminists 

attempting to build a movement that was taken seriously as a force for revolutionary change, they 

were also responding to the dominant affective narratives that formed in relation to feminism 

through the popular imaginary.  

                                                           
25 Editorial, Ain’t I a Woman?, July 10, 1970, p. 8. IWA. It is noteworthy that the editors invoke Stepin 

Fetchit in this piece, another stereotype, specifically referring to the caricature of black people as lazy, 
dull-witted, and deserving of the demeaning treatment they received.  

26 This is not to say that the FBI were not interested in women’s liberation activities. Undercover agents 
infiltrated women’s liberation groups, recording activists’ activities and at times attempting to break up 
the collectives. For this reason, some collectives were very cautious about what they wrote and 
archived. During my research I came across a copy of one activist’s FBI file, which she had included 
with her papers (Phyllis Parun Papers, NCCROW; see also Salper 2008). 
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Consider the way that “bra burning”—a phrase that started circulating through popular 

media after the 1968 Miss America protest in Atlantic City, New Jersey—has become 

inextricable from the identity of U.S. feminism in the 1970s. No bras were actually burned at the 

protest (they were deposited, along with other items of patriarchal femininity such as girdles, high 

heels, and issues of Ladies Home Journal into the “freedom trashcan”), but the ubiquity of this 

characterization is, according to Ruth Rosen, “a symbolic way of sexualizing—and thereby 

trivializing—women’s struggle for emancipation” (2000, 160-61). Bonnie Dow astutely notes the 

contrast in the characterization of bra burning and draft card burning. “It is a difference,” she 

writes,  

between a critique of an established system that oppresses women—much as the burning 
of draft cards was a critique of the military industrial complex—and a trivial gesture that 
dominant media used as evidence that feminists had so little of substance to complain 
about that they were concerned with undergarments. (2004, 131)  
 

It is quite striking—the different affects connected to bra burning and the burning of draft cards—

and the affect produced in relation to feminism defuses the political agendas of the women’s 

liberation movement. Thus the desire of some feminists to create their own media and establish 

real connections between their movement and those that were seemingly taken more seriously by 

American commentators and the public. These comments point to the ways that women’s 

activism was dismissed and seen as trivial, despite the very profound changes feminists were 

fighting for in legal, medical, political, domestic, and academic arenas.  

Delegitimizing feminism in a different way is question, “How can you justify a 

demonstration around strictly feminist issues when there are so many other important issues that 

need attending to, i.e., war, racism, poverty, pollution?” Nancy Williamson of Female Liberation 
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responds with her 1971 statement “Why Is Feminism Revolutionary?”27 She acknowledges that it 

might not be clear why, in fact, feminism can bring about a revolution because “on the surface 

our demands to not appear revolutionary.” Yet, she continues, the core goals of feminism—

reproductive and sexual rights, free child care, and equality in labor and educational 

opportunities—cannot be attained through other “so-called” revolutionary movements. In this 

statement Williamson presumes feminism’s priority: freeing women will result in the freeing of 

all others because the oppression of women is “the first and most universal form of human 

oppression.” Such a position was not unique—in fact it has been quite pervasive—and drew some 

of the critiques I outline in Chapter 3 about how sisterhood produces women as a homogeneous 

group in a way that obscures differences between women, for to consider sexism and misogyny to 

be so fundamental assumes that all women have something in common. Not engaging in an 

intersectional analysis of identity, this stance places feminism as the most important revolution 

and led to the voluntary and involuntary exclusion of many women for whom gender was not the 

most salient identity (e.g., poor women, lesbians, women of color) and who were invested in 

other social and political projects. It is important, though, to see feminist positions as responses to 

specific incarnations of patriarchy. Female Liberation Newsletter asks readers in one of its 

earliest issues to weigh in about one of the questions the women in its public speaking group 

receive:  

This group would also like to pose some questions to readers and have the answers 
printed in the Newsletter. The question for this week is as follows: “I’m all in favor of 
women’s liberation, but why are all the women in the movement so ugly?” (and why 
don’t you have any sense of humor?).28  
 

                                                           
27 “Why Is Feminism Revolutionary?” by Nancy Williamson, Female Liberation Newsletter, May 2, 1971, 

p. 5-6. SSC. Signaling its significance, Female Liberation published this essay as a stand-alone position 
paper (see folder 10 “Position Papers, 1968-1972,” box 2, FL records). The question in the previous 
sentence is taken from Williamson’s paper. 

28 Editorial, Female Liberation Newsletter, October 26-November 1 [1970], p. 4. SSC. 
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Outsiders would not have questioned the revolutionary potential of women’s liberation or the 

appearance of feminists if this movement did not present some sort of threat to the status quo. 

Therefore, such responses to women’s liberation were very much a reflection of the social and 

political challenges made through the movement. Nevertheless, these characterizations trivialize 

feminists in a way that is particularly gendered and, thus, does not reflect the popular response to 

other revolutionary movements. 

Sojourner Truth and Indochinese women not only extended the temporal and 

geographical boundaries of feminism and a feminist collective identity but also affectively shaped 

this identity.  Representations of Sojourner Truth and Indochinese women have produced a 

limited range of meanings that have stuck to their bodies. If, as Ahmed, indicates, stickiness is 

transferable, then perhaps revolutionary affect can become intrinsic to the women’s liberation 

movement through repetition of the fist or the raised arm and the juxtaposition of the child and 

the gun. Thinking about representation grammatically demonstrates that images can be 

understood not just through the often-cited narrative of political progress: U.S. feminism, which 

began as a white women’s movement, was becoming more diverse through the inclusion of 

women of color (and women outside the United States). These representations can also help us 

analyze the ways that feminists attempted to legitimate their activist practices and identity. The 

trivialization of feminism,  sexism, and the valorization of heterosexism by the New Left and 

U.S. culture more generally resulted in a climate in which the existence of autonomous feminist 

organizing did not guarantee its status as revolutionary to movement outsiders.   

 The figures of Sojourner Truth and Indochinese women resonate with what Judy Tzu-

Chun Wu describes as radical orientalism. Such an East-West distinction is not only geographical 

or racial but also temporal. The idealization of Indochinese women places U.S. feminism’s future 
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in the presence of Indochinese revolutionary women as well as in the bygone era of Sojourner 

Truth. Recuperating Truth as part of feminism’s history realigns the narrative of progress that is 

deployed to highlight the ways that contemporary realizations of feminism are always already 

lacking: it is not revolutionary enough, not inclusive enough, not radical enough. This does not 

necessarily contradict critiques like Lee’s, that women of color are positioned as a “pure space” 

and a “triumphal end point” (2001 95), thus occupying both a space and time outside of feminism 

yet toward which feminism attempts to move. At the same time bodies like Truth’s and those of 

Indochinese women are narrated as part of feminism, through the language of sisterhood in 

particular, as Sister does through its full-page image of four Asian women with the caption “We 

salute, with love our sisters of Vietnam” (figure 4.2). Furthermore, the lack of explanation that 

accompanies many of the references to and depictions of Truth suggests that editors did not feel 

the need to justify their use of her as an icon for feminism. She is not explicitly labeled as a 

feminist, but it is the very lack of context that includes her within feminism’s circumference.  

This conclusion is not necessarily surprising. It makes sense that symbolic figures are 

both laden with significance and also semiotically spacious. That is, Truth and Indochinese 

women are marked by certain political and affective investments: they are seen as leaders in the 

fight for social justice, as those who stood up for what they believed in, as women who risked 

their own personal safety to do what was right for the people they stood for. They are models for 

how to fight the revolution. However, these figures have enough distance from the specific 

context of the everyday lives of the women they represent that they can be filled with rhetoric and 

meaning of the women’s liberation movement of the 1970s. For example, the image of a brown or 

black woman with a gun can be deployed in different situations to signify a revolutionary spirit or 

the struggle of an oppressed minority that is symbolic of a David and Goliath contest. 
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Representations of women of color, then, are part of white feminists’ attempts to 

legitimize women’s liberation. Women of color lent weight and validity to the work that feminists 

were doing, both in their physical presence and also in the specific ways they were portrayed. An 

analysis of how women of color are represented in U.S. feminism is also an analysis of how U.S. 

feminism struggled against mainstream forces to produce a collective identity that movement 

outsiders would take seriously. Although meaning making is ceaseless and dynamic, repetition 

can nonetheless help to fix and sustain it. And since meaning is both cognitive and emotional, we 

must attend not only to the materials and rationales of activism but also to the production and 

organization of feelings. Therefore, attention to the repetition of bodies of women of color and 

the modes of these representations, lets us interrogate the narratives used to explicate the U.S. 

women’s liberation movement’s relation to race and racial formations but also to the media and 

the culture more generally. 
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Chapter 5 

“We Are Being Evicted!!!!!” Versus the Future: Producing a Place for Feminism’s Survival 

 

If women of color heralded the future of feminism, marking it as a potentially more inclusive, 

radical politics and practice, they seem to be part of an always elusive future, a future that exists 

only in the future. Having recognized this absence, the Valley Women’s Union planned a forum 

on racism in fall 1976, “which would include a discussion of our relations to Third World women 

and how those of us who are white deal with our white skin privilege and the racism of other 

white women.”1 The October newsletter reported, “On Sept. 25, the VWU held its first forum on 

racism. Discussions focused on the connections between racism and patriarchy, and future areas 

of work and discussion for the Union. Another forum was planned for Oct. 28, with some 

suggested readings. There will be a report of the 2nd forum in the newsletter for November.”2 

And as predicted the following newsletter offered a summary of the events, describing the texts 

women read (by Angela Davis, Pat Parker, and Helen Merriweather) and the discussions about 

gendered and racial stereotypes and then offered questions motivating women in the union to take 

on racism: 

In what ways does our struggle against patriarchy imply and demand a struggle against 
racism? How can we most effectively confront racism in a white community? What are 
the dimensions of our white skin privilege? Do we only confront racism when there are 
conflicts between white [and] Third World communities, or is there other forms of anti-
racist work? Does anti-racist work by definition mean working in coalitions?3 
 

The author of these notes admits that they were “compiled in great haste” and thus we cannot take 

them to represent the entirety of the forum’s content. What appears in the newsletter, however, is 

                                                           
1  “VWU Forum,” Valley Women’s Union Newsletter, July-August 1976, p. 1. Folder 2, box 4, VWC 

records. 
2  “Forums on Racism,” Valley Women’s Union Newsletter, October 1976, p. 7. Folder 2, box 4, VWC 

records. 
3  “Forum on Racism” by Cheryl, Valley Women’s Union Newsletter, November 1976, p. 5. Folder 2, box 

4, VWC records. 
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what resonated for the person who attended the forum and is what she decided would be 

important for readers to know. Debunking stereotypes occupies occupies well over half of the 

report and the questions posed above are listed in the final paragraph, providing a framework for 

future antiracist activism and coalition building. Members of the Valley Women’s Union 

identified racism as an issue, one that exists on individual and institutional scales. They thus 

explicitly identified a “what.” Implicit in this forum series is the need for a “where,” a site from 

which this work can be done, a place where women can be pushed to interrogate their privileges, 

where they can hold meetings, study sessions, and consciousness raising about these issues. 

Despite the political and financial struggles Northampton women regularly experienced, 

at this point in its history the Valley Women’s Center had existed for seven years and seemed to 

be a stable part of the local feminist community. However, in the January 1977 issue, placed 

much more prominently as the first item below the periodical title, is the announcement: 

“Emergency general meeting Sunday, January 16th at 12:30 pm at the VWU. All women are 

urged to attend. We are being evicted!!!!!”4 The minutes of the center’s steering committee 

meeting, also published in this issue, further explain the reasons behind the eviction and urge 

readers to come to the general meeting to make a plan. The staff’s forward- and future-looking 

forums and interrogations of white privilege and racism suddenly have an uncertain future 

because the “where” of this work can no longer be presumed. 

In addition to framing the precarity of future, this example is noteworthy because January 

1977 appears to be the last issue of the newsletter (it is the last extant copy I was able to locate).5 

Ties to the women’s center intertwine the newsletter’s fate with that of the center’s. As a voice 

                                                           
4  Announcement, Valley Women’s Union Newsletter, January 1977, p. 1. Folder 2, box 4, VWC records. 
5 “Forging a New Political and Cultural Identity: Socialist Feminism in the Valley Women’s Union, 

Northampton, Massachusetts,” May 11, 1998. Folder “Letters Sent,” VWU records. This time line also 
reflects the chronology offered in Patric A.Whitcomb in “Forging a New Political and Cultural Identity: 
Socialist Feminism in the Valley Women's Union, Northampton, Massachusetts” (May 11, 1998. Folder 
“Letters Sent,” VWU records). 
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for the center the newsletter’s pages were filled with announcements about events there, debates 

about center policies and logistics, and calls to readers to contribute their time, energy, and/or 

money. Letting readers know about events, study groups, meetings, and volunteer opportunities 

not only made the center visible as a feminist space but also brings people to the center, both of 

which can contribute to its future existence. The newsletter additionally depended on the center’s 

existence for its own. If a particular place is the site of the labor of production and stores the 

means of periodical production (a mimeograph machine, stencils, typewriter, space where women 

can layout the contents), then the loss of that place affects the possibilities of publishing the 

periodical. Chapter 2 explores how the material and political conditions of periodical production 

enabled the production of a feminist present. This chapter returns to the production process to ask 

how periodicals created spaces in which a feminist future was both imaginable and realizable. I 

hint at the challenges of producing a future for feminism at the end of Chapter 3 when I show that 

a discursive inclusion and commitment to feminism (through identification as a “sister”) is 

important but not enough to reproduce the movement as a whole. Here repetition is put into 

conversation with the concept of survival to articulate the relationship between the survival of 

periodicals and the survival of feminism. The production of dialogue through periodicals has been 

a productive way to enter this relationship, for characteristics of periodicals like seriality and the 

multiplicity of voices and forms of authorship materialize dialogue in a variety of forms. 

Methodologically, the history of the book offers the communications circuit, which I use to 

examine the material and discursive facets of dialogue and, by extension, the survival of print 

texts and the social movement they support. 

 

Communications circuitry 

Despite the complexities of analyzing printed matter, it is possible to offer the general conclusion 

that studies within the field of book history address one or more of the following questions: “How 
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do books come into being? How do they reach readers? What do readers make of them?” 

(Darnton 2007, 495). One attempt to provide a conceptual framework for addressing these 

questions is Robert Darnton’s communications circuit, a model for the interdisciplinary and 

international analysis of the ways that books come to exist and circulate (see Darnton 1982b, 67, 

81; see also figure 5.1). An attempt to provide coherence to “the entire communications process” 

(1982b, 67), which Darnton characterized as a “tropical rain forest” rather than as a field of 

knowledge production (1982b, 66), this circuit encompasses the various phases of textual 

production and consumption through the figures who participate in this circuit: author, publisher, 

printer and supplier, shipper, bookseller and binder, and reader. These figures, and thus the 

processes they engage, are variously shaped by intellectual influences and publicity, economic 

and social forces, and political and legal sanctions, as indicated by the direction of the arrows. 

Reflecting on this model twenty-five years later, Darnton reiterates his intention to create a 

heuristic for organizing the “fissiparousness” of the field, one that links the different aspects of a 

text’s production and consumption and that gives scholars from different disciplines and areas of 

study a framework for conversation (2007, 495).  

Encompassing the range of activities, people, and processes in the print cycle, Darnton’s 

model highlights the materials of a text: producing a text is based on one’s access to certain 

materials, and the textual product itself is material. In his article about the contemporary digital 

revolution, history of the book scholar Roger Chartier describes the Council on Library 

Resources’ practice of microfilming newspapers, which has been in effect since the 1960s. One 

result of this digitization was the British Library’s decision to get rid of all their American 

newspapers published after 1850 that had been microfilmed. Chartier perhaps hyperbolically calls 

this event “the great massacre of newspapers,” reinforcing his position that the form of a text and 

a reader’s understanding of that text are inextricable (2004, 147). According to him the British 

Library’s belief that the actual physical newspapers were expendable suggests that “a text is still 
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the same regardless of its form: printed, microfilmed, and digital.” This perspective, though, “is 

fundamentally wrong since the processes through which a reader attributes meaning to a text 

depend, consciously or not, not only on the semantic context of the text but also on the material 

forms through which the text was published, distributed and received” (2004, 147).6 Therefore, 

understanding how meaning is made requires “a morphological analysis of the materiality of texts 

and a social and cultural analysis of readers and reading” (2004, 149).  

Through the different stages of textual production, the communications circuit also 

spatializes and temporalizes a print publication. Writing happens somewhere. Printing happens 

somewhere. Distribution starts from somewhere. And the text is an object that exists in, travels 

through, and produces space. Leah Price, for example, notes that “the history of the book is also a 

geography of the book” (2004, 308), David Livingstone (2005) proposes a geography of reading 

as a way to study the different dialogues that take place between readers and texts to produce 

knowledge, and Seth Lerer calls canonization an act of “space management,” in that the process 

of forming a canon is “as much a process of selecting space as of selecting value” (2006, 232). 

Consuming a text, moreover, is a spatial practice. In her study of romance novel readers, Janice 

Radway addresses reading as an activity and takes seriously “the event of picking up a book,” and 

“the act of romance reading” (1984b, 86); readers also describe reading as a form of escape that 

has the effect of allowing them to “deny their physical presence” by getting lost in the book and 

producing a space in which they are free from their daily duties (1984, 93). Space, therefore, 

becomes important to the history of books in all phases of a text’s life. Occupying space is an 

occupation of time, as well. The arrows connecting the stages of the communications circuit 

highlight the temporal movement of a text: writing happens before printing, which happens 

before distribution. Even the arrows pushing outward from the central social, political, and 
                                                           
6 Chartier makes this claim frequently in his writing, and in fact, this imbrication appears to be a 

fundamental assumption shaping his analyses of texts. See, e.g., Chartier (1992; 1995, 18; 1997, 82; 
2007b, 510). See also Tanselle ([1981] 1998). 
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economic forces suggest a temporal relationship between these forces and production, that these 

forces produce opportunities and constraints for those involved in any aspect of publishing (i.e., 

they are temporally prior to publishing labors). 

 

The space and time of book history 

Nominally, history of the book prioritizes books, a priority that is reflected for the most part in 

the kinds of studies that are undertaken.7 Although scholarship on very early printing practices or 

the history of printing practices often notes the existence of other printed matter, and although the 

temporal and geographical range of these studies is extremely broad, the book as a form and text 

receives the most scholarly attention, so even when scholars acknowledge the usefulness of 

including other textual forms the book is clearly the default.8 For example, Thomas R. Adams 

and Nicholas Barker note the limitations of the term “printed book” as one that “conjures up an 

image of the codex, the bound volume of printed and folded sheets sewn along the folds and 

usually (but not always) put between two covered boards.” In its stead, they propose the term 

“bibliographic document” as a way to more inclusively name the object of study of book 

historians, and they define it as anything printed or handwritten, that is copied, and that is 

designed for consumption by someone other than the author(s) (1993, 13). Yet, the rest of their

essay uses only the term “book” as it outlines a methodological structure for the study of printed 

texts. In their discussion of the distribution of texts, Adams and Barker write in the be

 

ginning of 

the sect

agandist, or a librarian. . . . The form in which the books 
                                                          

ion,  

In its simplest form the process of moving consists of moving a book or shipment of 
books from one place to another. It can be as straightforward as buying a book, or 
borrowing it and taking it home. . . . Amongst the people who may be involved are the 
bookseller, the shipper, the prop

 
7 For studies that use history of the book methodology to analyze texts other than books see McCoy 

(2006), Johnson (1999), Atton (2002), and Flannery (2005). 
8 There has been a bias, however, toward texts produced in Western Europe and prior to the twentieth 

century.  
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are sent can be fully bound, folded but unbound, or in sheets. (Adams and Barker 1993, 

 

 to the 

t 

t how feminist 

periodic

 

t. The 

ecessary but invisible uterus. The context in which the circuit itself is possible 

become

 118-19). 

proach 

22-23; see also Gaskell 1972)  

Yes, the term “bibliographic document” is unwieldy, but at a very basic level the language used 

in this field reinforces bound book as the center. For this reason it is useful to call attention

ways that assumptions about the book as the default object of study might shape the ways 

scholars formulate and answer questions about texts, processes of writing and reading, and 

concepts such as intertextuality, paratext, and dialogics. In this chapter the limitations abou

presuming a book as an object of study are further illuminated by looking a

als fit (and do not fit) into the Darnton’s communications circuit.  

As with most models or categories, the communications circuit represents an ideal, but 

for most texts it is probable that, at some point, they did not fit exactly into the model. Despite 

Darnton’s openness to the complex effects of intellectual, economic, social, political, and legal

forces on the different actors in the publishing process, this circuit belies the messiness of the 

processes involved in print publication. On paper, the circuit is contained, neat, and coheren

location of the cultural, economic, and political vectors within the circuit pushing outward, 

reinforces it as hermetically sealed (Murray 2004, 16) and unidirectional (Johnson 1999, 120). 

The circuit, then, starts to resemble those photographs made popular by Life magazine of the fetus 

within a woman’s n

s invisible. 

The coherence of the circuit presumes a certain coherence regarding texts, specifically 

what counts as a whole text. John Sutherland attributes this to Darnton’s attention to the micro, 

especially as that which can stand in for the macro (1988, 578; see also Johnson 1999,

Sutherland refers to Darnton’s book The Business of Enlightenment: A History of the 

Encyclopédie, 1775-1800, whose title suggests a broad study of a genre of publications but in 

which Darnton uses as his object of study only one reprint of one text (1988, 578). This ap
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is consistent with Darnton’s understanding of history of the book as a form of knowledge 

production from below. In order to study reading patters in eighteenth-century France, for 

example, Darnton shifts away from quantitative studies of massive numbers of books and instead 

relies on a few publishers’ records and case studies (1982a). And he begins this book by looking

downward: “The summit view of eighteenth-century intellectual history has been described so 

often and so well that it might be useful to strike out in a new direction, to try to get to the bottom 

of the Enlightenment, and even to penetrate into its underworld, where the enlightenment may be 

examined as the Revolution has been studied recently—from below (1982a, 1). In his critique of 

Darnton Sutherland does not suggest that such studies not be undertaken; rather, he questions 

Darnton’s movement from the particular to th

 

e general, namely that Darnton too easily takes one 

exampl

nd 

ide 

siness 

and other texts are 

intercon

e or text and makes it representative.  

The structure of Darnton’s circuit also erases the conversations among authors a

readers through texts. David Livingstone uses the metaphor of bleeding to describe the 

relationship between texts (2005, 393), and Gillian Beer writes that “books do not stay ins

their covers. Once in the head they mingle. The miscegenation of texts is a powerful and 

uncontrollable force” (1995, 548). These analogies with biological processes imply the mes

of producing and consuming texts. Textual interconnections, or intertextuality, are  not the 

province only of feminist periodicals, but the number of issues published and the widespread 

practice of reprinting and excerpting from other feminist periodicals demonstrates the limitations 

of Darnton’s conception of textual production. The “author” and “reader” boxes are connected to 

the “intellectual influences” that press from the circuit’s innards, a paradigm that can encompass 

intertextuality. However, intertextuality implies not just that figures in a circuit 

nected but that different communications circuits are interconnected.   

The networks created by periodicals and technologies of their distribution have an impact 

on a periodical’s movements through space and time and, thus, its ability to reproduce the form of 
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feminism found through its pages. Although the movement of one issue of one periodical will not 

likely have a significant effect on the women’s liberation movement on a national or internationa

scale, there are patterns that emerge from paying attention to these networks. Ain’t I a Woman?, 

as a newspaper from Iowa City, represents a site of feminist activism that has remained marginal 

to the narratives that historicize feminism. The editors of this paper publish a letter from Rita Mae

Brown that they read in off our backs (published in Washington, DC), in which Brown criticizes 

“white, middle class, straight bias” within women’s liberation.

l 

 

it 

had mailed to different periodicals) and then elaborate why they 

are not 

 
s 

s issues such as lesbianism, class and race in the face 
of t ng 

 such as It 

al struggle with that issue has been negative, and some 
ncouragement from people like herself who agree with us as to its importance would 

 

o 

nd 

9 Ain’t I a Woman?’s editors adm

they felt “a little hurt” that Brown had not sent the letter to Ain’t I a Woman? (implying that it 

was an open letter that Brown 

surprised she did not: 

1) Rita Mae Brown is from the East and most people in the East wouldn't think that the 
Midwest (if they ever do think about the Midwest) has heard of Women’s Liberation and 
therefore probably don't know about Ain’t I A Woman? 2) If they have heard of AIAW 
then they probably don't listen to what we are saying. In other words we are invisible. We
certainly were invisible to Rita Mae Brown when in the article she accuses the Women’
Press of slighting the less glamorou

he easily handleable topic of anti-imperialism. We began in our first issue thinki
about lesbianism and we are still. 

Rita Mae Brown’s critism [sic] of the women’s media in regard to the issue of 
lesbianism will continue to be valid if papers that do consistently deal with it,
Ain’t Me Babe and Ain’t I A Woman?, are ignored. Most of the feedback we've gotten 
regarding our continu
e
help keep us going. 

The editors go on to note that “none of the writing we have done on lesbianism has been 

reprinted. Ironically, we have only had one article we’ve done deemed good enough for reprint by 

eastern and western newspapers. It was our Men’s Page (predictable) containing things for men t

do to raise their consciousness. It was probably the most frivolous thing we have ever done a

definitely the worst politically” (see figure 5.2).10 What this editorial makes apparent is that 

                                                           
Rita M9 ae Brown, “Hanoi to Hoboken: A Round Trip Ticket,” Ain't I a Woman?, April 2, 1971, p. 11. 

10 l preface to “Hanoi to Hoboken” by Rita Mae Brown,  Ain't I a Woman?, April 2, 1971, p. 10. 
IWA. 
Editoria
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publishing circuits are not uniformly recognized by larger publishing fields (either feminist or 

mainstream) and that different circuits do not always have a comparable impact on each other. 

Two publishing circuits may intersect, but the actors within each circuit are not affected in th

same way or to the same extent. Off our backs has a clear presence in the pages of Ain’t I a 

Woman?, yet the editors of Ain’t I a Woman? do no

e 

t see their publication having an effect on 

feminis

political 

xt’s 

 

e 

e 

 

fend specific principles of cultural 

legitima

minist 

s 

ups of women end up feeling strongly 

connect
                 

ts on the East coast, at least substantively.  

The uneven vectors connecting different periodicals’ publishing circuits and inter-

collective communication reflects the fact that different periodicals carried a different 

weight. Peter McDonald (1997) notes that such hierarchies are invisible in Darnton’s 

communications circuit. Social, legal, economic, and political contexts of course affects a te

production and consumption, but, as McDonald points out, Darnton’s paradigm relates the 

different facets of publishing only horizontally and thus “fails to reckon on the other ways in 

which a literary culture is structured,” namely through  status and principles of value (1997, 111).

For example, some authors have more literary and cultural capital and some publishers are more 

esteemed than others, both of which affect if or how a text will end up with a consumer and, onc

that happens, if or how it will be read. Therefore, these actors “are not only functionaries in th

circuit but ‘symbolic brokers’ in the hierarchy. They write, print, publish, distribute and read

literary works, but, in the process they also assert and de

cy and generational imperatives” (1997, 120).  

Disparity can be found in relation to the political and cultural capital of different fe

periodicals through empirical data such as circulation numbers and the number of times a 

periodical is cited. However, we can use feminist periodicals to explore unevenness also in term

of affect. As the Ain’t I a Woman? collective shows, gro

ed to certain periodicals. The collective writes,  
                                                                                                                                                            

IWA.  
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We get an enormous amount of mail and are strongly affected by reading other papers 
and articles that women not publishing a paper probably don't see. It is exciting to get a 

ood, new paper of publication and we want to share those with other women. When 

stopped--it affects us.  

This statement can be read in two ways. First, Ain’t I a Woman? would be affected materially, in 

that the chance of dialogue between the two periodicals will no longer be contemporary (Ain’t I a 

Woman? can still refer to and cite older copies of It Ain’t Me Babe) and the networks touched by 

It Ain’t Me Babe would be altered. Second, the context of this statement suggests that these inter-

periodical conversations are not merely intellectual but affective as well. Readers and writers care 

about these periodicals for their information—about events, legal issues, politics, feminism 

around the nation and globe—and for their affective value. A letter to the L.A. Women’s 

Liberat

ed in becoming a lawyer (and hopefully, 
eing able to do something for the movement in that way) and I was very disappointed in 

omen 
on the list however. Keep up the good work.   

The affect that shapes periodical publication may also be seen through Ain’t I a Woman?’s 

editors’ comments about the open letter Rita Mae Brown wrote to the women’s liberation 

movement. Their disappointment at being overlooked by Brown—coming across the letter in off 

our backs—and their frustration with Brown’s generalizations about homophobia within 

feminism prompted their preface to their reprint of the letter. They printed the letter because it 

evoked not just a political response but also an affective one, indicating that affect shapes 

editorial decisions regarding newspaper content, which in turn shapes readers’ imaginings of 

feminism. 

                                                          

g
crises happen elsewhere--as when It Ain’t Me Babe (published in Berkeley, California) 

11

 

ion Newsletter from a woman named Kathy reinforces this role for periodicals:  

The newsletter is definitely wonderful—informative, and interesting and it always cheers 
me up a lot to know that somewhere other people are working too (I am a member of the 
Long Beach Women’s Liberation). I am interest
b
missing the law series (I was away in Oregon). I am going to contact some of the w

12

 

 
11 “ Who We Are: Carol, Trudy, Linda, Dale, Pat, Jeannie, Vickie, Ann,” Ain’t I a Woman?, April 30, 1971, 

p. 2. IWA. 
12 Letter from Kathy, L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, October 2, 1970, p. 6. LAWLM collection. 
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Because producing and maintaining lines of communication were central to women’s 

liberation groups and motivated the decision to publish a periodical in particular, groups recei

ephemera from throughout the United States. Ain’t I a Woman?’s editors were explicit about 

wanting their paper to be “a forum of communication between women in the mid-west about 

ideas, actions, and events” and recognized the geographical and cultural landscape pa

ved 

rticular to 

the Mid

color, a

liberation group to a page, either in 
ch issue or in every other issue. This kind of committment [sic] is the best way to make 

printed material), pictures, drawings, cartoons, poems, etc. Fill it; it’s yours! Write if your 

  
 Minot, 

n, 

here is 

ls 

its 

crisscrossing the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter’s. These forms of intertextuality suggest that 
                                                          

west, including the low population density, dearth of urban centers, fewer women of 

nd less visible and smaller “targets to attack.”13 In the same issue they write,  

You can also contribute by committing your women’s 
ea
a mid-west paper of AIN’T I A WOMAN? The page can be articles (or any kind of 

group is interested. We’ll send details, deadlines, etc. 

Various groups responded to this call, and the paper printed updates and information from

North Dakota;, Wooster, Ohio; Bloomington, Iowa; Grinnell, Iowa; Kansas City, Missouri; and 

Cleveland, Ohio. Consider also the periodicals mentioned in the Valley Women’s Center 

Newsletter, either through an announcement of their publication, an excerpt, a reprint, or a brief 

citation: The Women’s Journal, Women’s Studies Abstract, The Law & Women, The First 

Revolution, Women Today, Female Liberation Newsletter, Ramparts, The Register, Full Moo

Media Report to Women, Amazon Quarterly, Sojourner,  American Journal of Sociology (t

a special issue titled Women in a Changing Society), [Connecticut] Valley Women’s Studies 

Journal, Association of Women in Science, off our backs, Quest, Sister Courage, Socialist 

Revolution, Ella Ellison Support Committee Newsletter, Women and Art, Women’s Legislative 

Review, and The Second Wave. And a photograph of the Valley Women’s Center in 1975 revea

the first page of the first issue of Ain’t I a Woman? tacked on the wall, hinting at the many other 

periodicals that the center’s library housed and, thus, the many other communications circu

 
13 “Editorial,” Ain’t I a Woman?, June 26, 1970, p. 2. IWA. 
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communication circuits were constantly reforming and creating new readerly and writerly

connections. As new periodicals emerged and as new issues of existing periodicals were 

 

publish

es 

ns 

regard for 

s that the structures of publishing are also “an instrument 

for non

 

h 

 

through :  

context and didn't give me a fair chance for rebuttal. Channel 4, for example, showed me 

ed, new conversations as well as conversations with new interlocutors developed. 

In contrast, Darnton’s circuit, in its structure—the oval punctuated by boxes with rol

such as reader, bookseller, and publisher—presents the life cycle of a printed text as always 

already complete. Therefore, a communications circuit is inherently a successful communicatio

circuit: the text conceived by an author ends up in the hands of a reader. This form of success, 

however, relies on additional assumptions that privilege presence over absence, about where the 

circuit begins and ends, and about what the text communicates. Offering a forceful critique of this 

concept of success, Simone Murray remarks that the communications circuit “has little 

what founders in the system, for what remains unwritten, for that which is rejected for 

publication, or for books refused retail space or denied distribution outlets.” Therefore, a feminist 

communications circuit could usefully look for “the hiatuses, disruptions, and silences” in the 

process of publication and for the way

-communication” (2004, 16).  

The genre of feminist newspapers, newsletters, and journals published in the 1960s and

1970s is evidence of structural and ideological barriers in both mainstream publishing and the 

nonmainstream literature from the New Left and other countercultural movements, all of whic

led to misrepresentations of feminism in the pages of publications and the marginalization of 

women in the publication process. Distaff emerged from a broadside published by Barbara Scott,

a candidate for political office, a publication that served as a space for Scott’s political platform 

because she was not given space elsewhere. The first issue of Distaff recognizes this phenomenon 

 the words of Brenda Davillier, a New Orleans woman who ran for U.S. Senator in 1972

The worst thing was that the media refused to take me seriously. When I called a news 
conference, few reporters came, and the coverage they gave me quoted statements out of 
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saying I was a mother and that I cooked for my family myself, because I couldn't afford 
maid, but they didn't give one second o

a 
f time to air my views on the important political 

sues that the campaign was about.14  

Of course, feminist publications themselves had editorial guidelines—whether said or 

unsaid—that created a new body of unpublished literature. Although the language of Distaff’s 

editorial objectives changes through the different issues, the editors portray the newspaper as a 

space in which a range of feminist activism was reported. In the first issue (1973) they write: 

“The Distaff is a new journal dedicated to serving Women as a forum for their creativity. We ask 

for your contributions and participation - Biographical sketches, Illustrations, cartoons, Articles 

about economics, politics, etc. concerning women, essays, poetry, short stories, reviews.”15 And 

seven years later the editorial statement reads: “Our purpose is to print on a monthly basis news 

and events of interest to southern women, to serve as communication between women and 

women’s groups, and to provide an outlet for the work of women writers, journalists, 

photographers and artists.”16 Such generic language and the phrase “New Orleans monthly 

feminist forum” that appears on the first page of the first eight issues (February 1973–September 

1973) implies that the paper serves feminism and feminists in general and is not focused on a 

particular issue such as reproductive rights or lesbianism. The editors, though, were not without 

particular beliefs about feminism. Those beliefs, along with the shape of local and state politics, 

the desire to make the paper sustainable (which led them to include advertisements), and the 

audience they wanted to address affected what submissions they would publish. The lack of an 

explicit organizational structure did not mean that structure did not exist (Freeman 1972-73). 

Similarly, if an editorial collective did not outline a specific agenda, other than to provide a space 

for women’s voices or promote feminism, it did not mean that they published everything women 

submitted. In an informal conversation I had with Mary Gehman, who worked on each issue of 
                                                          

is
 

 
14 Brenda Daviller, “It Doesn’t Hurt to Try,” Distaff, January 1973, p. 3. NCCROW. 
15 Editorial, Distaff, January 1973, p. 2. NCCROW. 
16 Editorial, Distaff, May 1980, p. 2. NCCROW. 
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Distaff, she referred to a local activist and friend who wanted Distaff to publish her Marxist 

leaflets and communist articles. Gehman, however, had to keep reminding this woman that space 

limitations in the newspaper meant that the editors had to be strategic about what they printed.17 

Thus, knowing that a number of essays on Marxism submitted by one woman were ultimately not 

published helps to contextualize the kind of feminism described and prescribed through Distaff 

and also reveals the presence of Marxist feminism in the city. In this sense, feminist periodicals 

affirm that a publishing circuit is necessarily exclusive. It is not only the boundaries around the 

editorial collective’s understanding of what feminism is but also material constraints (e.g., the 

number of pages the collective can afford to print, the time limitations that determine if and to 

what extent women can contribute, and biases that shape what a printer will and will not publish) 

that contributed to the form of feminism produced and sustained by a periodical. Attention to 

what is not published can thus help demarcate the boundaries of a feminist collective identity. If 

something or someone has a significant presence in one periodical (e.g., Sojourner Truth in Ain’t 

I a Woman?), asking why it is not the case for another periodical (e.g., the Valley Women’s 

Center Newsletter) reveals the differentials in local topographies of feminism and also in the 

periodicals themselves. As the previous chapter indicates, Truth was a powerful symbol for 

women, but her power resides primarily in the visual depiction of her body. Rarely did 

periodicals publish an essay or article about her or include the text of one of her speeches without 

an image. Because mimeographed periodicals could not depict graphics in as easily as 

newspapers that used offset printing techniques, the presence and absence of certain figures was 

related to printing practices and constraints and not only to politics or affect. 

                                                           
17 Informal conversation with Mary Gehman, November 11, 2009, New Orleans. See also the video 

recording of the panel “Spreading the Word: The Distaff: New Orleans’ Monthly Feminist Forum,” 
which was part of a symposium titled “Voices from the Louisiana Women’s Liberation Movement: 
First-Hand Accounts from People Who Made It Happen,” which was held at the Newcomb College 
Center for Research on Women, March 24, 2001 (tape 2 of 4). 
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The communications circuit, in describing the successful life cycle of a book also offers a 

prescription for how to successfully publish. For example, according to the circuit, a text begins 

with an author and ends with a reader.18 This is not surprising since objects of study are extant 

texts, and it would be difficult to research the text that has not been written or the reluctance of 

writers to publish their work. However, feminist periodicals hint at the fact that people do not 

enter the circuit based only on the desire to be published or to make a profit. In fact, these 

periodicals can be used to ask what brings people to their positions in the circuit. What are their 

motives? Northampton-based Mother Jones Press, for example, describes its approach to 

publishing in the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter:  

Mother Jones Press was started about a year ago with several goals. We wanted to 
provide printing to women’s groups and community groups at a cost they could afford. 
We wanted to teach women (starting with ourselves) printing skills which they usually 
don’t have an opportunity to learn. And we wanted to do this by working in a collective, 
non-hierarchical way. With each of us learning all the various processes involved in 
printing. We also hoped to publish material that we and other groups in the area 
developed.19  
 

The press, in another issue of the newsletter, identifies itself as feminist and socialist, further 

contextualizing how its members see printing as a political practice.20 Although having their 

publications read and making enough money to keep the press in existence are indeed ways 

feminist publishers measured success, success was also determined by a collective’s ability to 

develop collaborations among activists, share skills, and recruit new members to the press.  

At the consumption end of the communications circuit, critiques of Darnton reveal that 

consumption of a text may be understood in ways other than reading.21 In their revision of the 

communications circuit Adams and Barker use the category “survival” as one of the phases of a 

                                                           
18 Darnton complicates the reader-writer relationship by noting that although a reader “completes the 

circuit,” writers are necessarily readers in that their writing is informed by other literature they read and 
they read their own words as they write (1982b, 67). 

19 Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, May 1974, p. 3. Folder 2, box 4, VWU records. 
20 Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, February 1974, p. 2. Folder 2, box 4, VWU records. 
21 See Chartier (1992, ch. 1) for a discussion of readers and reading. 
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text’s life cycle. For them survival occurs through traditional sites like personal and public 

libraries, yet it may also occur through the disaggregation and recycling of parts of a text. 

Newspapers can be used as padding in a package (Adams and Barker 1993, 31), photographs of 

movie and music stars can be cut out of magazines and taped on a teen’s bedroom wall or in a  

locker, and feminist periodicals can be packed up in boxes and stored instead of being discarded 

(as ephemera is expected to be). Ritual functions, such as the process of putting a hand on a Bible 

when making an oath, and gift giving (Price 2004, 305) also can be understood as indices of 

textual survival. Recall that the Valley Women’s Center hung the cover image of the first issue of 

Ain’t I a Woman? on the wall among other posters and flyers. And Ain’t I a Woman?’s June 1972 

issue includes only two different pieces: a reprint of “The Tyranny of Structurelessness” by Jo 

Freeman and the contents of the booklet Anti-Mass (part of which can be found in figure 5.3). 

The latter text is presented in such a way that readers can cut it out of the newspaper and re-create 

the booklet, as the following instructions indicate:  

To assemble the pamphlet Anti-Mass: cutout all the pages on the solid black lines. These 
will actually be two pages, to be folded in the middle at the final step. Pile one page on 
top of the other, following the numbered pages (for example, 4 and 53 on top of 2 and 55, 
etc.) pages 28 and 29 will be at the top of the pile; the front and back covers will be at the 
bottom. Fold in half. Staple. (see figure 5.3)22 
 

Offering readers such a text and instructions potentially extends the life cycle of the periodical (as 

well as what it reprints) and complicates its status as ephemera. 

Survival is most often discussed as physical survival, and book historians tend to be 

focused on the survival of a text in two main ways: They privilege studying the survival of the 

text proper, asking how a text appears in different editions or reprints, as McCoy (2006) does 

with Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, or 

how a singular physical entity survives (e.g., a book that circulates through a book-of-the-month 

club [Radway 1997], is smuggled across national borders), or is catalogued in an archive. Rarely 
                                                           
22 Anti-Mass in Ain’t I a Woman?, June 16, 1972. IWY. 
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do scholars of book history make central the discursive survival of a text, through, for example, 

citations or reprints of fragments of a larger text, or through people talking about it. Such 

discursive acts instead seem to fall within the purview of literary scholars studying topics like 

intertextuality or reception theory, where they—the discursive acts—are rarely looked at in 

connection with the materiality of their production, distribution, consumption, and survival. 

Feminist periodicals, in their explicitly dialogic function, are particularly useful sources for 

considering survival to be more than the existence of a singular text contained between a front 

and back cover.  

 

Dialogue 

The possibility for dialogue exists because many feminist periodicals prioritized developing 

communication and conversation among women.23 Ain’t I a Woman?’s editors explain, “Our 

structure evolved because we wanted the paper to function as effectively as possible in a public 

dialog that would have an effect on revolutionary and feminist thought and activity in this 

country.”24 Periodicals were important because they broke the isolation many women felt after 

their shifts in consciousness. Activist Margaret Blanchard, who was part of the Baltimore, 

Maryland, collective that published Women: A Journal of Liberation recalls that “for many 

isolated women . . . as letters from readers poignantly reminded us, the Journal was their only 

contact with the women’s movement” (1992, 85). Additionally, the diffuse, grassroots structure 

of the U.S. women’s liberation movement and the informal organization meant that there were 

few institutionalized communication networks.25 Periodicals became an effective mode of 

communication because they could travel easily and with little expense, the frequency of their 

                                                           
23 See Meeker (2006, ch. 6), Enke (2007, 67), and Onosaka (2006, ch. 2).  
24 Editorial, “More Thoughts on Structuring a Revolution” Ain’t I a Woman?, May 19, 1972, p.2. IWY. 
25 Some notable exceptions were KNOW, Inc., WIND (Women in Distribution), and Feminist Bookstore 

News. 
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publication meant that information was often current, and they enabled many different voices to 

share the same physical and temporal space. Therefore, dialogue occurred within a single issue of 

a periodical, across different issues of the same periodical, and between different periodicals.  

Periodicals produced communication through their material circulation. Most periodicals 

also were associated with a physical space—often a women’s center—where literature that the 

center subscribed to or received through an exchange agreement could be housed and made 

available to those in that space. A L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter announcement titled 

“Feminist Magazines and Newspapers” tells readers that “everyone is encouraged to come down 

and see our new supply of literature. Keep yourself informed about the movement. Learn from 

the ideas of our sisters in all parts of the country.”26 Through periodical exchanges and feminist 

libraries women became connected, learning what others are doing and how they were doing it. 

This form of communication does not necessitate dialogue in the sense that one party 

communicates something and another party replies. However, meeting minutes, position papers, 

and articles in periodicals indicate that dialogue did occur. For example, in the Ain’t I a Woman? 

article cited in the above paragraph, the writers preface their statement with, “Printed and 

influenced by the RF-28 structure article in the last issue.”27 And the L.A. Women’s Liberation 

Newsletter in one issue contains “a rebuttal to Nancy’s rebuttal to Jean Stapleton’s editorial in the 

June, 1970 N.O.W. Newsletter.”28 These editorial comments reveal that the Iowa City and Los 

Angeles collectives have consumed texts from other feminist groups and are responding to other 

groups’ perspectives about and methods of organization in the women’s liberation movement 

(Ain’t I a Woman?) and regarding “the enemy” of women’s liberation (Los Angeles).   

                                                           
26 Announcement, “Feminist Magazines and Newspapers,” L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, 

September 11, 1970, p. 2. LAWLM collection. 
27 RF-28 stands for Radical Feminists 28, a Minneapolis, MN, group. Ain’t I a Woman? published two 

articles by them, “On Organization in the Women’s Movement” (March 30, 1972, p.8-9) and “On the 
Significance of Class to the Revolutionary Feminist Movement” (August 18, 1972, p.6-8). IWY.  

28 This text is an editorial preface to a statement written by Ellie Stein and Adele Wallace, L.A. Women’s 
Liberation Newsletter, summer 1970, p. 8. Folder 1, LAWLM collection. 
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Within an individual periodical one could find a space, or forum, for dialogue and 

communication.29 An advertisement for Quest: A Feminist Quarterly describes itself as 

“[providing] a national forum for long-term, in-depth feminist political analysis and ideological 

development.”30 Distaff addresses readers at the end of its second issue: “When the preview issue 

of DISTAFF appeared last month it was greeted by many people as a positive addition to the 

press in New Orleans; a chance for women of the city to control their own media, to be heard on 

common issues and to communicate with each other.”31 And in a document from early 1974 titled 

“A Working Structure for the Valley Women’s Union” the newsletter is described as “more than 

a collection of news items and should reflect our philosophy and principles, and [also] be an 

organ of education and communication between Union and area groups, as well as providing 

commentary on national issues.”32 Ain’t I a Woman? also attempted to foster communication and 

build feminist community by offering one page of their newspaper to women’s liberation groups 

around the Midwest. If the group organized the content and layout, and then sent it to Ain’t I a 

Woman?, the editorial collective would publish it at no cost to the other group.  

Readers, too, perceive periodicals in this manner. The Cambridge Female Liberation 

Newsletter published a letter from women in Brighton, Massachusetts, that reads,  

We finally got together enough extra after rent and food etc. to send some for the 
newsletter. It is excellent because it serves a purpose that pamphlets and magazines don’t 
touch. It is a dialogue--comments and questions in the letters, last-minute calendar 
events, news from women outside of the charmed circle of the Northeast. Hopefully it 
will keep some of this informal dialogue quality and at the same time extend its 
coverage.”33 

 
Dialogue is fundamental to feminist periodicals also in their production. Meeting minutes from a 

Valley Women’s Center staff meeting reveal that “there will be a new system for getting the 

                                                           
29 See Flannery (2001, 114-15), McDermott (1994, 26), and Farrell (1998, 153). For the importance of 

print in maintaining communication networks outside women’s liberation, see Pawley (2001). 
30 Announcement, Sister, July 1974, p. 12. SCLSSR. 
31 “Editorial,” Distaff, February 1973, p. 12. NCCROW. 
32 “A Working Structure for the Valley Women’s Union,” 1974. Folder 12, box 2, VWC records. 
33 Letter from Polly Gould, Female Liberation Newsletter, April 19, 1971, p. 1. SSC. 
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newsletter done more efficiently. Watch the log for details. Also we saw the need to define what 

the newsletter is and what we want to accomplish with it. We’ll talk about this at a staff meeting 

in the near future.”34 Conversations, because they involve practices of citation—referring to 

something previously published—allow for the cited text to survive. Its prior incarnation and 

present existence are affirmed for the reader, and the power of writing and communication 

contributes as well to an imagined future. Lorde in 1977 gave a paper at the Modern Language 

Association annual meeting that has since been published as her essay, “The Transformation of 

Silence into Language and Action.” In it Lorde urges her audience to use the power of language 

to speak and name the truths they know, because, she writes, “in this way alone we can survive, 

by taking part in a process of life that is creative and continuing” (1984, 43). Conversations can 

thus be understood as a practice of reclaiming and scrutinizing language to reveal the unnamed 

and hidden truths of our lives. Both forms of textual survival—discursive and material—

contributed to the survival of the women’s liberation movement.  

Letters are a particularly rich site for understanding the ways that women, in effect, 

conversed through different issues of a periodical and across different periodicals, so it is to this 

feature of feminist periodicals to which I now turn. Female Liberation Newsletter introduced 

almost all the issues of the newsletter with letters from readers. One epistolary exchange begins 

with Mary from Brookline, Massachusetts (she does not include a last name). The extent of this 

series of letters is unusual in the number of issues it spans and the number of voices heard. Most 

dialogues of this type may contain a number of different voices within one issue of a periodical or 

continue for several issues after the initial provocation; however it is rare that editors will publish 

this number of letters across several different issues.  

In her first letter, published July 26, 1971, Mary writes, “Dear Sisters, I am about to get 

myself sterilized, and would like to share my findings with you.” She goes on to describe her 
                                                           
34 “Minutes of Staff Meeting,” October 29, 1972. Folder 4, box 1, VWC records. 
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experience regarding the forms she had to sign in order to receive this surgery. The form requires 

her husband’s signature, and although the forms men must fill out in order to get vasectomies also 

ask for the “wife’s permission,” Mary wonders if both requirements are enforced comparably. 

She concludes with,  

I am still considering leaving the [husband’s signature] line blank, or writing his name 
myself, or making up a crazy name just out of spite. But that might delay things, and 
perhaps I should spend the time and energy on more important issues, or at least more 
clear-cut issues. Comments, anyone? Yours in Sisterhood, Mary.35  
 

In the following issue (August 2, 1971) the editors print a response, from another woman named 

Mary: 

Dear Sisters, 
In reply to Mary of Brookline about sterilization: my state senator, John F. Aylmer, is 
currently working on the first draft of a bill that would make it illegal for a doctor to 
refuse sterilization to any person desiring it unless there were medical contradictions . . . .  
Here’s hoping this brings some good results. . . . I’ll keep you posted on what develops. 
In sisterhood, 
Mary McDermott36 
 

And in the August 9, newsletter Sandy Kent writes:  

Dear Sisters: This is mainly to Mary who is about to be sterilized. I was sterilized in June 
and it was a positive experience except for the ‘husband’s permission’ hassle. . . . Mary, I 
hope you are not going the old major surgery route. I had a laparoscopy. It’s so much 
quicker, cheaper and less traumatic for your system. 
 

Sandy then goes on to describe the procedure in more detail and recommend doctors. She closes 

with: “Call me if ther’s [sic] anything else I can tell you” and provides her address and phone 

number, both of which are printed in the newsletter. Also in the August 9 issue is a letter from 

Karen Lindsey: “Dear Sisters, This is in response to the letter from Mary on pate [sic] 1 of your 

newsletter. I don't know anything of the situation in Mass, having just gotten here from New 

York. But now that I’m settling in Boston (Cambridge), I’d like to check it out.” Karen describes 

New York feminist activism around women’s health and then offers: 

                                                           
35 Letter from Mary, Female Liberation Newsletter, July 26, 1971, p. 1. SSC. 
36 Letter from Mary McDermott, Female Liberation Newsletter, August 2, 1971, p. 1. SSC. 
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Anyhow, if Mary, or any other woman, would like to get in touch with me, I can be 
reached at [she provides her phone number and address]. I’ve never done any kind of 
organizing, but if there were a few of us, maybe we could begin to do something. 
Also, I’d be interested in helping out on Second Wave please let me know what I could 
do. 
Sincerely, 
Karen Lindsey37 
 

An additional letter is published on August 16; it begins with: “Dear Mary, I saw your letter in 

the Female Liberation Newsletter of July 26, and because I, like you, am interested in having 

myself sterilized, I thought I might try to answer some of your questions and ask some of you.”38 

Then we hear from Mary from Brookline, who wrote the first letter: 

Dear Sisters, 
Thank you for your letters and support concerning my projected sterilization. I learned 
that many were interested and more information in this area needs exploring. 
[She gives a report on the operation: it went well, and she announces that she got some 
nurses to write ERA postcards] 
I did this extra politicing [regarding the nurses] because I felt guilty about not 
challenging the husband’s signature. You see I had been bleeding for ten months. (Two 
different pills and an IUD.) The world used to make me feel as though this were my fault 
somehow. Being a woman, with these extra problems, I should be ashamed and beg 
everyone’s pardon. But I’m not anymore. Reading your letters, and all the other Female 
Liberation literature has made me believe that we also have a right to complete medical 
care. A better right, in fact, since without us they have no people at all. 
I only feel guilty that I didn’t forge my husband’s signature. Let us all work on the legal 
aspect. And anyone who wants to call me to find out more about the operation, please 
call [phone number]. I have heard that there is even a simpler operation, an afternoon job, 
that will be available in Mass. sometime after Nov. As soon as I know for sure, I’ll let 
you know. 
In sisterhood, 
Mary39 
 

The conversation started by Mary’s letter, however, has additional verbal reverberations. Four 

months later the newsletter publishes a letter from Mary McDermott that offers an update on her 

political work related to sterilization laws: 

                                                           
37 The letter from Sandy Kent was published in Female Liberation Newsletter, Aug. 9, 1971, p. 1, and the 

letter from Karen Lindsey was published in the same issue on p. 2 (SSC). The Valley Women’s Center 
Newsletter published excerpts from these letters in their August 20, 1971, issue (p. 1) titled “Notes on 
Sterilization” (folder 1, box 4, VWC records). 

38 Letter from Louise, Female Liberation Newsletter, Aug. 16, 1971, p. 2. SSC. 
39 Letter from Mary, Female Liberation Newsletter, Sept. 20, 1971, p. 1. SSC. 
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You probably remember that I had my state senator, John F. Aylmer, working on a bill to 
make it illegal for a doctor to refuse anyone sterilization. . . . There’s no legal reason why 
a person can't be sterilized, if a doctor or hospital willing to do it can be found. It would 
be a great thing if someone could compile a listing of Boston-area hospitals that will do 
sterilizations regardless of a person’s age or childlessness, including a note as to whether 
or not the spouse’s permission is required.40 
 

Then, almost a year after Mary from Brookline’s query to newsletter readers, the Female 

Liberation Newsletter editors print the following announcement: 

** Last summer, there was a series of letters in the newsletter about the difficulties 
women, particularly childless and unmarried women, have in getting voluntarily 
sterilized. Recently Beacon Press has put out a book, FOOLPROOF BIRTH CONTROL, 
by Lawrence Lader, which has a number of fine essays about voluntary sterilization and, 
most important, a list of hospitals around the country with liberal sterilization policies, 
and also hospitals that do laparoscopies, the newer simpler operation for women. It also 
lists vasectomy clinics. The book will be on loan at the F.L. library.41 
 
This lengthy exchange is worth citing because it reveals the commitment to 

communication and conversation that the editors and readers of this newsletter had. Not only 

were the editors willing to devote a number of pages to this discussion about sterilization but 

readers/letter writers also offered their contact information (being newsletter readers they would 

likely know that their contact information would be published and thus accessible to all readers), 

indicating that their interest in more communication and information was not only rhetorical. It 

also reflects readers’ assumptions that one purpose of this forum was precisely to converse with 

other women. In her initial letter, Mary describes her concern about the requirement that her 

husband sign a form before she could go through with the sterilization procedure and then asks, 

“Comments, anyone?” This question reflects an understanding that this newsletter differs from 

mainstream or nonfeminist periodicals. First, most letters written to periodicals are in response to 

or directed at an article or writer previously published. As a result, any conversations usually 

occur between periodical writers and readers. Mary’s letter, though, is written with the explicit 

purpose of informing readers about her own experience and its possible political implications, and 
                                                           
40 Letter from Mary McDermott, Female Liberation Newsletter, January 17, 1972, p. 5. SSC. 
41 “Late Notices,” Female Liberation Newsletter, June 19, 1972, p. 6. SSC. 
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she writes with the explicit desire to receive feedback. Therefore, the periodical becomes an 

intermediary that connects different readers and promotes conversations among them. Second, 

this question assumes that readers’ knowledge is important and reinforces the blurriness of the 

boundary between author/reader and expert/layperson by validating women’s personal 

experiences as a source of knowledge, expertise, and authority. By asking for readers’ feedback, 

Mary challenges the logic that only already-designated people may be sources of information. 

How does dialogue relate to the survival of a text? In a very basic sense, the issue of the 

newsletter in which Mary’s first letter was published survives by being referenced, both explicitly 

and implicitly, in the series of letters. When Mary McDermott writes, “In reply to Mary of 

Brookline about sterilization,” the issue that contains Mary of Brookline’s letter is reanimated. Its 

existence is made real for those who had not read that issue (perhaps encouraging them to locate a 

copy) and is revitalized for those who already read it (perhaps encouraging them to reread a 

copy). This kind of survival differs from the physical preservation of a text because it is possible 

that someone who reads the issue containing Mary McDermott’s letter will never have access to 

the hard copy of the issue with Mary of Brookline’s letter. Thus, despite my emphasis on the 

importance of materiality and the interactions of form and content to produce meaning, survival 

of a text need not be achieved only if someone can hold that text in her hands. 

Dialogue offers additional insight into discursive modes of survival. Several of the letter 

writers refer to future actions. Mary McDermott writes, “I'll keep you posted on what develops” 

and Mary from Brookline in her last letter refers to a simpler sterilization operation that may exist 

and tells readers, “As soon as I know for sure, I'll let you know.” Thus far, survival has been 

characterized by the existence of a text as temporally present (a copy of the text can be accessed) 

or as having had existed (its existence is referred to subsequent to its publication). However, the 

anticipation produced through dialogue cultivates a space in which part of survival involves the 

imagining of a future text. The publication of dialogue, therefore, is especially important for 

 



196 

social movements because part of what makes a collective identity mobilize people to become 

social movement actors is individuals’ ability to imagine this identity persisting. Because these 

periodicals were central to the growth and reproduction of U.S. feminism, the fact that readers 

imagined a periodical’s next issue also helped them imagine a future for feminism. And 

philosophers Judith Butler and Jacques Derrida point to a name’s iterability—its having been 

iterated in the past and the potential for it to be iterated in the future—as one force that makes 

interpellation work; a name, in order for it to hail an individual, must be interable. Consider, then, 

the importance of naming a social movement. Its interpellation is meaningful both because of the 

connotations associated with prior interpellations and usages of the name and, for those active 

and invested in the movement, because of the promise of its future existence. This future, as well, 

is a discursive and material one. 

Imagining, naming, and desiring a future, of course did not necessarily ensure its 

realization. Distaff, for example, included an editorial on the back page of its January 1982 issue 

that ends with, 

*DISTAFF: 1982* will carry regular columns on women in the ARTS, in BUSINESS, in 
POLITICS, and in SPORTS. The DISTAFF DIGEST will recap the month’s major local, 
state, national and international issues affecting women. OPINIONS, both yours and 
ours, will take greater prominence. The PEOPLE, RESOURCES, and SERVICES 
important to YOU will be close to you through DISTAFF’s pages. The NEWS in the next 
decade is ours for the making. The NEW DISTAFF is ready to tell the story.42 
 

Despite the editors’ optimism this was the last issue of the newspaper. On the one hand, discourse 

is not sufficient to provide a material future for a periodical, and as the chapter about sisterhood 

demonstrates, a name can discursively reproduce a collective identity but women also need to 

actively contribute their time and energy to the material reproduction of periodicals, women’s 

centers, and activist events. On the other hand, without someone (or many people) imagining the 

                                                           
42 “New Distaff,” Distaff, January 1982, p. 12. NCCROW. 
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next issue of a periodical or the first issue of a new periodical, it is unlikely that one will exist in 

material form.  

Feminist periodicals demonstrate how “success” in publishing is temporally extensive—

backward and forward looking—and both material and discursive. Darnton’s communications 

circuit, however, suggests that a text ends with a reader and, thus, that the act of reading 

successfully completes the circuit. In deconstructing Darnton’s communications circuit I do not 

intend to set up a straw person (or in this case, model) that I then tear down mindlessly. Darnton 

himself recognizes the limitations of what he produced almost thirty years ago, and the number of 

scholars engaging the circuit suggests that it has been a productive intervention into the field 

history of the book. This model, nonetheless, has served a productive purpose. It offers a rubric to 

connect different aspects of a text’s life cycle and facilitates interdisciplinary approaches to the 

study of texts, and also gives history of the book scholars a base from which to develop different 

models. For my analysis a communications circuit foregrounds as well the spatiality, temporality, 

and materiality of a text by suggesting the movements through space and time that comprise a 

text’s life cycle.  
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Conclusion 

For a project whose seeds began with zines and that was motivated by the apparent antagonisms 

that have produced “second wave” and “third wave” feminism, it is perhaps appropriate to return 

to these publications and this dynamic. At the 2008 conference organized by the History of 

Feminism Network in London I gave a paper based on Chapter 3   , in which I offered exploratory 

comments about the different deployments of sisterhood in feminist ephemera. As an example of 

one of the many deployments of the term “sister,” I showed the cover of the July 1973 issue of 

Sister (see figure 6.1). After the panel, scholar-activist Red Chidgey approached me because she 

had seen that image before, but in the context of riot grrrl publications and not 1970s U.S. 

feminism. She then sent me this image (figure 6.2).  

What does it mean that twenty-five years later this image appears on the cover of a riot 

grrrl zine?  Does it imply continuity or discontinuity in feminism? Into what genealogy can we 

narrate this pair of images?  

The zine image is a reproduction of a reproduction of the cover of Sister. Fragments of 

text in the bottom left identify it as “figure 5” and as a “newspaper of the Los Angeles Women’s 

Center.” This caption suggests that the initial reproduction was for a publication whose readership 

wouldn’t have been familiar with its origins and whose publishers required a citation. However, 

the riot grrrl zine cover offers no such information, and in fact covers up the previous citation 

through the graphic arrangement. This practice of using parts of other publications as if they were 

common property is a characteristic of zines that reflects the production process for many 

feminist periodicals (see Baxandall 2001, 226). It is in many ways a reflection of tactical modes 

of publication, seizing what you can when you can, using the resources that are immediately 

accessible, and working according to do-it-yourself protocols. This reincarnation of 1970s 

feminism in a riot grrrl zine published in 1998 intersects with a number of issues that have shaped 
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my dissertation and has contributed to my thinking about the meanings and materials of 

repetition.  

Well before the early 1990s, when the third wave is commonly narrated as incipient, 

scholars and activists note a shift in the structure and politics of U.S. feminism, a shift that had a 

significant effect on feminist publishing. Introducing their anthology of primary source texts from 

the women’s liberation movement, Rosalyn Baxandall and Linda Gordon write,   

The documents collected here are the flesh, bones, and spirit of the women’s movement 
and they carried its dispatches across the country and all over the world. We feature the 
earliest years of the movement, from the mid-1960s to about 1977, because this was the 
period of the most yeasty ferment, creativity, and mass participation. (2000, 1) 
 

Later they affirm that “the mass social movement called women’s liberation did dissolve by the 

end of the 1970s” and attribute this shift to activist burnout, changes in women’s lives related to 

employment and family, and the increased distance from the energy of the New Left (18). 

Offering an additional reason for the changes in the women’s liberation movement, Jean Curthoys 

draws a connection between the disappearance of a radical liberation theory from feminism and 

“the emergence of a powerful and bureaucratically connected women’s studies movement” (1997, 

56). Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy similarly articulates a distinction between the socialist feminist 

theories from the 1960s and 1970s and those from the late 1970s and early 1980s (2008, 510). 

Ellen Willis in the introduction to Daring to Be Bad observes that the book’s chronology reveals 

that “the movement took shape in 1968 and ended, for all practical purposes, five years later” 

(1989, vii). And Barbara Ryan (1992) calls 1975 “a watershed year.” Using this phrase as a 

section heading, she follows it with the subsections “The end of the original radical feminist 

groups” (69), “Fragmentation on the left,” and “Internal challenge in NOW,” all of which suggest 

turmoil within the movement. Also noteworthy is the trend in academic publishing that started 

with the first issue of Feminist Studies in 1972, and included Signs: Journal of Women in Culture 

and Society (first published in 1975), Frontiers (1975), Women’s Studies International Quarterly 
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(1978), Feminist Review (1979), and Women’s Studies Quarterly (1980).1 In contrast to a 

women’s studies monograph or anthology and also to newsletters and newspapers, sustaining a 

scholarly journal requires greater commitment and resources in the production process and a 

greater pool of potential contributors and reviewers if the journal editors wish to have the 

publication meet conventional academic standards. Without institutionalization and its 

accompanying bureaucratization, such publications could not exist. 

Institutionalization is one process that is both the effect and site of a feminist proper. 

Recalling de Certeau, the proper has a certain relationship with space, which he elaborates as an 

effect of strategizing: “[strategizing] postulates that a place that can be delimited as its own and 

serve as the base from which relations with an exteriority composed of targets or threats. . . can 

be managed” (1984, 36). In other words, having a place gives one control, control that produces 

one’s environment as exterior to one’s self, as able to be mastered, and thus as Cartesian (1984, 

36, 134). The ability to have and have control in a space relies on repetition of the same, and as 

this dissertation has shown, when something is repeated in contexts with similar meaning and 

affect a norm is produced. While “proper” is not a synonym for “normative,” it does encompass 

what we might consider normative or the status quo in the sense that through proper space the 

norms of a particular space are affirmed. Reading “Dear Sisters” over and over and over in a 

newspaper’s letter section solidifies that salutation as a feminist one. While de Certeau might lead 

us to consider the proper something to be avoided, as a space of domination and oppression, 

where meaning is singular and fixed, this examination of feminism shows that a proper place may 

be necessary to social movements. How is it possible to form a collective identity without frame 

consistency? How can political actors recruit and mobilize movement insiders and outsiders 

without a place from which to do so? Can a social movement reproduce itself without consistent 

                                                           
1 The formation of the National Women’s Studies Association in 1977 further institutionalized feminism 

in the academy. See also Howe (2000). 
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access to resources? These questions are meant to be provocative rather than definitive and to 

encourage new investigations of social movement practices, ideals, affects, and politics. They 

have illuminated this dissertation and guided my analyses of the women’s liberation movement 

through periodicals.  

As I have argued, repetition is one facet of forming a feminist proper, a place in which a 

set of feminist ideas are consolidated as ideals, describing and prescribing the order of principles, 

goals, bodies, and practices. Despite the utility of this proper, in the production of a proper some 

things also are lost. To use an extreme example, when a group goes from being guerrilla warriors 

to the ruling party of a nation-state it loses flexibility, mobility, and the ability to rapidly adapt 

based on a changing environment. Those in power lose the underground and the potential to be 

subversive, and instead of a frictional relationship with the status quo they become the status quo: 

their labors reproduce an economy of the same (Jakobsen 1998) rather than resisting and 

interrupting it. Practices of resistance and revolution, then, seem to require finding a balance 

between a proper and an improper and between openness and closure.   

Despite their attempts to produce a proper feminist place, the periodicals studied here had 

fiery and tumultuous lifespans, rarely lasting longer than ten years (most closer to five). 

Nevertheless, they formed the foundations—discursively, affectively, politically, and 

materially—on which a stronger feminist proper could be built. By the mid-1970s many of the 

community-based women’s centers that provided a home for these periodicals closed down, and 

we see women’s centers becoming a significant presence on college and university campuses. 

The repeated descriptions of feminism’s changed character raise the question, why did this 

moment not become the start of a new “wave” or generation of feminism?2 What is it about the 

                                                           
2 Nancy Whitier, providing another perspective on generations within a social movement, argues that 

within an organization cohorts can serve as different generations because they “are shaped by distinct 
transformative experiences that differ [from those of other cohorts] because of subtle shifts in the 
political context” (1997, 762). Therefore, for her a political generation is bounded by the experience of 
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early 1990s that allowed Rebecca Walker’s claim “I am the third wave” (1992, 41) to be taken up 

so widely by those disavowing and distancing themselves from the feminism of the previous two 

and a half decades? It is worth noting that, regardless of the subsequent depictions of third wave 

feminism—by others and by Walker herself—in this 1992 article Walker is responding not to 

feminism of the past but to recent experiences of misogyny and sexism. In fact she articulates an 

explicit rhetorical connection to feminism from the 1970s by declaring, “I am ready to decide, as 

my mother decided before me, to devote much of my energy to the history, health, and healing of 

women” (41). How, then, did the third wave develop such an oppositional relationship with the 

second wave? 

However, before re-affixing too firmly the wave structure or invoking the 1970s as the 

golden age of feminism in a way that romanticizes the activism during this period (see Kennedy 

2008, 514, 517) I want to shift the terms of the discussion.3 Feminism continues, persists, but also 

changes. What is more productive is thinking about how it changes and why and where. Feminist 

periodicals—their production, distribution, and consumption—offer an important way to 

conceptualize feminist practices and to think about changes.  

Part of what contributes to the wave narrative and the concomitant nostalgia is that 

feminism has been mainstreamed. Consider, for example, women’s efforts to desegregate Help 

Wanted ads by gender in the 1970s. A letter to Female Liberation Newsletter points to the real 

and repeated labor required to make this change: 

Our group is small and young but growing every week. We’ve had a recent skirmish with 
the Cape Cod Standard Times, in particular, with the publisher, De Luca. After writing 
him three times requesting a change in his classified policies (presently, they use 
headings Help Wanted Female, Help Wanted Male, Help Wanted Male and Female), we 
got no response. . . .  

                                                                                                                                                                             
collective identity formation its members experience, so differences in perception and practice of a 
collective identity is what ultimately distinguishes one cohort from another. 

3 Nancy Hewitt’s (2010) elaboration of a radio waves model of feminism has helped me expand my 
thinking on this topic.  
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Now we plan to consult legal aid and enlist the support of womens’ groups in the area. 
We’re writing a petition this week, but we admit we’re not sure it will do much good. In 
short, we need help and any ideas you have will be gratefully welcomed. In any event, 
keep in touch. We very often feel there are very few people who agree with us. Write, or 
call after 5 pm.4 

 
That gender remains a factor in vocational, hiring, and promotional practices is evidence of the 

hegemony of gender ideologies and that such integration does not remove sexism from the 

workplace. However, the absence of explicitly gendered job descriptions (one can argue that now 

they are implicitly gendered) is so institutionalized that it is no longer recognized as feminist. The 

invisibility of the struggles that led to the social and legal transformations contributes to 

discourses that narrate the twenty-first century as postfeminist. Perhaps paradoxically, then, the 

production of a feminist proper space has contributed to its invisibility. As ethics and practices—

like desegregated want ads—that once were explicitly feminist have become part of the popular 

subconscious (read: people are now able to believe that this is just the way it is), feminism 

becomes less locatable.   

In other ways the locations of feminism have become more firmly fixed, having shifted 

from the realm of the tactical to the strategic. Starting in the mid-1970s women’s centers, rape 

crisis centers and hotlines, feminist bookstores and coffeehouses, and women’s studies programs 

and departments could be found in phone books because they had more permanent locations and 

consistent access to resources. Instead of precariously existing free or open universities—hosted 

by women’s centers, local public libraries, and occasionally universities—women’s studies has 

become an academic field comprising 661 academic programs.5 Rather than wandering around in 

                                                           
4 Letter from Ellen Lynch, Female Liberation Newsletter, December 1971, p. 1-2. SSC. See also “Notes 

on Twin Cities Liberation” by Sue O’Brien, Indianapolis Women’s Liberation Newsletter, January 1971, 
p. 1-3. Schlesinger Library; announcement, Lancaster Women’s Liberation, September 1973. Angela 
Jeannet Papers. 

5  “Guide to Women’s & Gender Studies Programs: Undergraduate Programs,” National Women’s Studies 
Association, http://nwsa.org/research/theguide/undergrad.php. It is worth noting, though, that 
institutionalization and location do not seamlessly translate into greater access. Taking women’s studies 
courses through a college requires some form of enrollment and most courses are offered during the 
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a strange (or familiar) city with only a mimeographed newsletter as a guide, looking for the 

places where feminists gathered, women could count on the nearest college for feminist 

information and information about feminism. 

As the structure of U.S. feminism shifted from a primarily grassroots, extremely local 

movement to existing within formal institutions the communicative needs changed. 

Understanding feminism’s trajectories through print helps make sense of the reappearance of 

Wonder Woman on the cover of a riot grrrl zine as well as my initial sense that Rat, Ain’t I a 

Woman?, It Ain’t Me Babe, and off our backs were in some ways in kinship with zines. The 

energy, anger, excitement, brilliant analyses, wit, and revolutionary commitments that drew me to 

activist zines permeate feminist periodicals from the 1970s. Aesthetically the two genres share 

commonalities: provocative imagery and language, the presence of typos and errors that 

sometimes are corrected and sometimes are not, and the ways in which their low-tech, DIY 

modes of production are made visible. Production, then, connects riot grrrls and 1970s feminism 

too. Although perhaps not for the same reasons, zines and 1970s periodicals are produced 

tactically, often collaboratively, and in tension with the mainstream, for-profit media industrial 

complex. Taking control of the means and resources of production allow both groups to circulate 

media that conventional publishers would censor and to represent themselves in their own 

language and with their own images. Such an approach to analyzing feminism can open up and 

complicate our taxonomies and histories of feminism. Looking at the stories that publications 

tell—paying attention not only to content but also to practices of production and distribution—

alters the narrative we produce about alliances and oppositions, differences and similarities, and 

theories and practices.  

 
 

 
day, both of which construct barriers to nonstudents’ participation in such forums. 
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Illustrations 
 
Intro.1 “Sisters Smash Sexism, Technocracy & Planned Obsolescence,” Ain’t I a Woman?, 

March 12, 1971, p. 10. (IWA) 
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Intro.2 Images of two consecutive pages of Female Liberation Newsletter, September 11, 
1972, p. 2-3. (SSC) 

 

 
 

 



207 

Intro.3  Front cover of Ain’t I a Woman?, September, 28, 1970. (IWA) 
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Intro.4  Front cover of Distaff, January 1973. (NCCROW) 
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Intro.5 Page 1 of the L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, January 1972. (Folder 2, LAWLM 
collection) 
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Intro.6 Front and back covers of the Women’s Center Newsletter, [fall 1972]. (Folder 
“Women’s Union,” OHC) 

 

 
 
Intro.7 Front and back covers of Sister, January 1973. (SCLSSR) 
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Intro.8 Page 1 of the Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, July 1973. (Folder 1, box 4, VWC 
records) 
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Intro.9 Page 1 of the Valley Women’s Union Newsletter, June 1976. (Folder 2, box 4, VWC 
records) 
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Intro.10 Page from the Valley Women’s Center’s daily log, February 8, 1973. (Folder 5, box 2, 
VWC records) 
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Intro.11 Page 1 of Female Liberation Newsletter, June 1971. (SSC) 
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1.1 Calendar in Distaff, November 1979, p. 16. (NCCROW) 
 

 
 
 
1.2 Calendar on the back page of the L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter, May 1971. 

(SCLSSR) 
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1.3 Ads in Sister, April/May 1978, p. 7. (SSC) 
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2.1 Valley Women’s Center Newsletter, January 1974, p. 1. (Folder 2, box 4, VWC records) 
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2.2 A feminist map of Los Angles, Sister, January, 1976, p.7. (SCLSSR) 
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2.3 A feminist map of the Northampton area, cover of the Valley Women’s Union 
Newsletter, February 1974. (Folder 2, box 4, VWC collection) 
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2.4 L.A. Women’s Liberation Newsletter with drawings of the editorial collective members 
in the bottom left corner, October 1971, p. 4. (Folder 1, LAWLM records) 
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2.5 Editorial with a photo of the editors Mary Gehman and Donna Swanson with their 
children, Distaff, August 7, 1973, p. 2. (NCCROW) 
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3.1 A page from Woman Enterprises Catalog, 1972. (VFC) 

 
 
3.2 A page from Beahive Enterprises Catalog, fall 1972 – winter 1973. (VFC) 

 
 

 



223 

3.3 “Asian Sisters,” Asian Women’s Center Newsletter, December 1973, p. 3. (Folder 
“Asian Women,” box 2, CSU Dominguez Hills) 
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4.1 Photograph of the Valley Women’s Center, April 1971. (Folder 5, box 1, VWC records) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.2 Photograph of Indochinese women, Sister, March 1973, p. 8. (SCLSSR) 
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4.3 Photograph of an Indochinese woman, cover of Womankind, May – June 1971. 
(Schlesinger)  
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4.4 Photograph of Indochinese women in the Los Angeles paper Woman Worker, May 
1970. (Joan Robins Papers) 
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4.5 Photograph of an Indochinese woman in the Cambridge, Massachusetts, paper Battle 
Acts, November 1970, p. 12-13. (Folder 3, box 1, Fran Ansley Papers) 
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4.6 Photograph of an Indochinese woman, Sister, January 1973, p. 1. (SCLSSR) 
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4.7 Photograph of Indochinese women in an International Women’s Day publication, 
March 10, 1973 by the Cambridge, MA, Women’s Center. (Folder 19, box 1, Rochelle 
Ruthchild Papers) 
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4.8 Image of Indochinese women with guns, L.A. Women’s Center Newsletter, June 1972, 
p. 1. (Folder “Women’s Union,” OHC) 
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4.9 This image was originally a Chinese ink painting and is now being sold as a poster by 
the New England Free Press. (Publication catalog, April 1971. Folder 1, box, 16, 
Women’s Liberation Collection, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College, 
Northampton, MA) 
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4.10 Image of Leila Khaled with a gun, Ain’t I a Woman?, October 9, 1970, p. 4. (Iowa 
Women’s Archives, Iowa City, IA) 
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4.11 Image of an Indochinese woman with a gun and child, L.A. Women’s Liberation 
Newsletter, Sept 1971, front cover. (Folder 2, LAWLM collection) 
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4.12 Image of a woman with a gun and child, reprint of the poster from Liberation Graphics 
of Madison, WI, by the Women’s Graphics Collective in Chicago, IL (CSPG) 
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4.13 Image of a woman with a gun and child, Women’s Liberation Cadre publication [spring 
1970], Urbana, Illinois. (Folder 5, box 1, Fran Ansley Papers) 
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4.14 Image of a woman with a gun and child, Distaff, May 1980, p. 9. (NCCROW) 
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4.15 Image of a woman with a gun and child, Panther Rally Flyer [November 1969]. It is 
likely from a New York or Boston area women’s liberation group. (Folder 2, box 1, 
Fran Ansley Papers) 
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4.16 Sticker advertising Sisterhood Bookstore in Los Angeles, California (Folder 36, box 2, 
Rochelle Ruthchild Papers) 

 
 
4.17 Image of women protesting the Miss America Pageant in Atlantic City, New Jersey, in 

1968. (Evans 2003) 
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4.18 Image of Sojourner Truth on the back page of Ain’t I a Woman?, September 11, 1970. 
(IWA) 
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4.19 Certificate of Sisterhood passed out at the International Women’s Day march in Los 
Angeles, March 1971. (Folder 4, LAWLM collection) 
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4.20 Image of Sojourner Truth, Distaff, November 1979, p.8. Newcomb College Center for 
Research on Women, Tulane University 
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4.21  Enlargement of the image of Sojourner Truth in figure 4.20 
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4.22 Image of Sojourner Truth from a 1999 calendar. (CSPG, B4.5 2000-64-12022) 
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5.1 Robert Darnton’s Communications circuit (reproduced in Atton 2002, 28) 
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5.2 “Things for Men To Do,” Ain’t I a Woman?, September 22, 1970, p. 4. (IWA) 
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5.3 A two-page spread of Ain’t I a Woman’s reprint of the booklet Anti-Mass, June 16, 
1972. (IWA) 
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6.1 Front and back covers of Sister, July 1973. (SCLSSR) 
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6.2 Cover of the zine Vaginal Teeth, 1998. (Leeds, UK) 
 

 
 
 
 



249 

Bibliography 
 
Adams, Kate. 1998. “Built Out of Books: Lesbian Energy and Feminist Ideology in Alternative 

Publishing.” Journal of Homosexuality 34(3/4):113-41. 
 
Adams, Thomas R., and Nicholas  Barker. 1993. “A New Model for the Study of the Book.” In  A 

Potencie of Life: Books in Society; The Clark Lectures, 1986-1987, ed. Nicholas Barker, 
5-43. London: The British Library. 

 
Ahmed, Sara. 2004. The Cultural Politics of Emotion. New York: Routledge. 
 
Allen, Pamela. 1970. Free Space: A Perspective on the Small Group in Women’s Liberation. 

New York: Times Change. 
 
Althusser, Louis. 1971. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes toward an 

Investigation).” In Lenin and Philosophy, and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster, 127-
86. New York: Monthly Review. 

 
Anderson, Benedict. 1991. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism. Rev. ed. London: Verso. 
 
Atton, Chris. 2002. Alternative Media. London: SAGE. 
 
Austin, J. L. 1965. How to Do Things with Words. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Barad, Katherine. 2001. “Re(con)figuring Space, Time, and Matter.” In Feminist Locations: 

Global and Local, Theory and Practice, ed. by Marianne DeKoven, 75-109. New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.  

 
Barale, Michèle Aina. 2000. “Queer Urbanities: A Walk on the Wild Side.” In Queer Diasporas, 

ed. Cindy Patton and Benigno Sánchez-Eppler, 204-14. Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press. 

 
Barthes, Roland. 1972. Mythologies. New York: Hill and Wang. 
 
Baxandall, Rosalyn. 2001. “Re-Visioning the Women’s Liberation Movement’s Narrative: Early 

Second Wave American Feminists.” Feminist Studies 27(1):225-45. 
 
Baxandall, Rosalyn Fraad. 2007. “Catching the Fire.” In The Feminist Memoir Project:Voices 

from Women’s Liberation, ed. Rachel Blau DuPlessis and Ann Snitow, 208-24. New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

 
Baxandall, Rosalyn, and Linda Gordon. 2000. “Introduction.” In their Dear Sisters: Dispatches 

from the Women’s Liberation Movement, 1-18. New York: Basic. 
 
Beer, Gillian. 1995. “Darwin’s Reading and the Fictions of Development.” In The Darwinian 

Heritage, ed. David Kohn, 543-88. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
 
Berezin, Mabel. 2001. “Emotions and Political Identity: Mobilizing Affect for the Polity.” In 

Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements, ed. Jeff Godwin, James M. Jasper, 
and Francesca Polletta, 83-98. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 



250 

 
Berkinow, Louise. 2005. “September 1968: Women Protest Miss America.” Women’s eNews, 

September 1. http://www.womensenews.org/story/our-story/050901/september-1968-
women-protest-miss-america 

 
Berkowitz, Dan, and James TerKeurst. 1999. “Community as Interpretive Community: 

Rethinking the Journalist-Source Relationship.” Journal of Communication 49(3):125-36.  
 
Berlant, Lauren, and Michael Warner. 1998. “Sex in Public.” Critical Inquiry 24(2):547-66. 
 
Benford, Robert D. and David A. Snow. 2000. “Framing Processes and Social Movements: An 

Overview and Assessment.” Annual Review of Sociology 26:611-39. 
 
Blackwell, Maylei. 2003. “Contested Histories: Las Hijas de Cuauhtémoc, Chicana Feminisms, 

and Print Culture in the Chicano Movement, 1968-1973.” In Chicana Feminism: A 
Critical Reader, ed. Gabriela F. Arredondo, Aída Hurtado, Norma Klahn, Olga Nájera-
Ramírez, and Patricia Zavella, 59-89. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

 
Blanchard, Margaret. 1992. “Speaking the Plural: The Example of Women a Journal of 

Liberation.” NWSA Journal 4(1):84-97.  
 
Blok, Franceska Lia, and Hillary Carlip. 1998.  Zine Scene.  Los Angeles: Girl Press. 
 
Breines, Wini. 2002. “What’s Love Got to Do with It? White Women, Black Women, and 

Feminism in the Movement Years.” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 
27(4):1095-1133.  

 
---. 2006. The Trouble between Us: An Uneasy History of White and Black Women in the 

Feminist Movement. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Brown, Connie, and Jane Seitz. 1970. “‘You’ve Come a Long Way, Baby’: Historical 

Perspectives.” In Sisterhood Is Powerful, ed. Robin Morgan, 3-28. New York: Random 
House. 

 
Butler, Judith. 1989. “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology 

and Feminist Theory.” Theatre Journal 40(4):519-531 
 
---. 1990. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge. 
 
---. 1993. Bodies that Matter:  On the Discursive Limits of “Sex.”  New York:  Routledge. 
 
---. 1997. Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative. New York: Routledge. 
 
Burke, Peter. 2007. “A Social History of Knowledge Revisited.” Modern Intellectual History 

4(3):521-35. 
 
Cade, Toni. 1970. “Preface.” In her The Black Woman: An Anthology, 7-12. New York: New 

American Library. 
 
Carden, Maren Lockwood. 1974. The New Feminist Movement. New York: Russell Sage.  
 

 



251 

Carrillo, Jo. 1981. “And When You Leave, Take Your Pictures With You.” In This Bridge Called 
My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, ed. Cherríe Moraga and Gloria 
Anzaldúa, 63-64. New York: Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press. 

 
Cassell, Joan. 1977. A Group Called Women: Sisterhood and Symbolism in the Feminist 

Movement. New York: David McKay. 
 
Chartier, Roger. 1992. “Laborers and Voyagers: From the Text to the Reader.” diacritics 

22(2):49-61. 
 
---. 1994. The Order of Books: Readers, Authors, and Libraries in Europe between the 

Fourteenth and Eighteenth Centuries. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 
 
---. 1995. Forms and Meanings: Texts, Performances, and Audiences from Codex to Computer. 

Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 
 
---. 1997. On the Edge of the Cliff: History, Language, and Practices. Trans. Lydia G. Cochrane. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 
---. 2004. “Languages, Books, and Reading from the Printed Word to the Digital Text,” Critical 

Inquiry 31(1):133-52. 
 
---. 2007. “The Order of Books Revisited.” Modern Intellectual History 4(3):509-19. 
 
Chow, Esther Ngan-Ling. 1987. “The Development of Feminist Consciousness Raising among 

Asian American Women.” Gender and Society 1(3):284-99. 
 
Christiansen, Kimberly. 1997. “‘With Whom Do You Believe Your Lot Is Cast?’ White 

Feminists and Racism.” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 22(3):617-48. 
 
Cline, David P. 2006. Creating Choice: A Community Responds to the Need for Birth Control, 

1961-1973. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Collins, Lisa Gail.  2006. “Activists Who Yearn for Art that Transforms: Parallels in the Black 

Arts and Feminist Art Movements in the United States.” Signs 31(3):717-52. 
 
Collins, Patricia Hill. 1998. Fighting Words: Black Women and the Search for Justice. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
 
Curthoys, Jean. 1997. Feminist Amnesia: The Wake of Women’s Liberation. New York: 

Routledge. 
 
Darnton, Robert. 1982a. The Literary Underground of the Old Regime. Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press. 
 
---. 1982b. “What is the History of Books?” Daedalus 111(3):65-83 
 
---. 2007. “‘What Is the History of Books?’ Revisited.” Modern Intellectual History 4(3):495-

508. 
 

 



252 

Dean, Jonathan. 2009. “Who’s Afraid of Third Wave Feminism?” International Feminist Journal 
of Politics 11(3):334-52. 

 
de Certeau, Michel. 1984. The Practice of Everyday Life. Trans. Steven Rendell. Berkeley: 

University of California Press. 
 
De Landa, Manuel. 1991. War in the Age of Intelligent Machines. New York: Zone. 
 
Delphy, Christine. 1984. Close to Home: A Materialist Analysis of Women’s Oppression. 

Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press. 
 
Dicker, Rory, and Alison Pipemeier. 2003. “Introduction.” In their Catching a Wave: Reclaiming 

Feminism for the 21st Century, 3-28. Boston: Northeastern University Press. 
 
Dill, Bonnie Thornton. 1983. “Race, Class, and Gender: Prospects for an All-Inclusive 

Sisterhood.” Feminist Studies 19(1):131-50. 
 
Dobrowsky, Alexandra. 2008. “The Women's Movement in Flux: Feminism and Framing, 

Passion and Politics.” In Group Politics and Social Movements in Canada, ed. Miriam 
Smith, 159-80. Orchard Park, NY: Broadview. 

 
Dow, Bonnie J. 2003. “Fixing Feminism: Women’s Liberation and the Rhetoric of Television  

Documentary.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 90(1):53-80. 
 
---. 2004. “Feminism, Miss America, and Media Mythology.” Rhetoric and Public Affairs 

6(1):127-60. 
 
Dunbar, Roxanne. 1969. “Female Liberation as the Basis for Social Revolution.” No More Fun 

and Games 2 (February): 103-115. 
 
---. 1970. “Female Liberation as the Basis for Social Revolution.” In Notes from the Second Year: 

Major Writings of Radical Feminists, ed. Shulamith  Firestone and Anne Koedt, 48-54. 
New York: Radical Feminism. 

 
---. 1970. “Female Liberation as the Basis for Social Revolution.” In Sisterhood Is Powerful: An 

Anthology of Writings from the Women’s Liberation Movement, ed. Robin Morgan, 477-
92. New York: Random House. 

 
---. 1970. “Female Liberation as the Basis for Social Revolution.” In Voices of the New 

Feminism, ed. Mary Lou Thompson, 44-58. Boston: Beacon. 
 
---. 2000. “Female Liberation as the Basis for Social Revolution.” In Radical Feminism: A 

Documentary Reader, ed. Barbara Crow, 486-93..New York: New York University 
Press. 

 
Duncombe, Stephen. 1999. “DIY Nike Style:  Zines and the Corporate World”  Z Magazine 

December: 32-5. 
 
DuPlessis, Rachel Blau, and Ann Snitow. 2007. “Preface to the 2007 Edition.” In their The 

Feminist Memoir Project: Voices from Women’s Liberation, xi-xxiv. New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

 



253 

 
Echols, Alice. 1989. Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in American 1967-1975. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press. 
 
Eck, Reimer, Bil Enright, and Jayne Ringrose. 1990. “Reflections on the History of the Book.” 

The Book Collector 39(1):9-26. 
 
Edwards, Susan. 1986. Interview by Michal Brody. In Are We There Yet? A Continuing History 

of Lavender Woman, a Chicago Lesbian Newspaper, 1971-1976, ed. Michal Brody, 158-
71. Iowa City, IA: Aunt Lute. 

 
Eisenstein, Zillah. 2004. Against Empire: Feminisms, Racism, and the West. London: Zed. 
 
Enke, Anne. 2003. “Smuggling Sex Through the Gates: Race, Sexuality, and the Politics of Space 

in Second Wave Feminism.” American Quarterly 55(4):635-67. 
 
---. 2007. Finding the Movement:Sexuality, Contested Space, and Feminist Activism. Durham, 

NC: Duke University Press. 
 
Evans, Sara. 1980. Personal Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberation in the Civil Rights 

Movement and the New Left. New York: Vintage Books. 
 
---. 2003. Tidal Wave: How Women Changed America at Century’s End. New York: Simon and 

Schuster.  
 
Ezekiel, Judith. 2002.  Feminism in the Heartland (Columbus: Ohio State University Press. 
 
Farrell, Amy. 1998. Yours in Sisterhood: Ms. Magazine and the Promise of Popular Feminism. 

Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 
 
Febvre, Lucien, and Henri-Jean Martin. (1958) 1990. The Coming of the Book: The Impact of 

Printing, 1450-1800. Trans. David Gerard. London: Verso. 
 
Flannery, Kathryn Thoms. 2005.  Feminist Literacies, 1968-75. Urbana: University of Illinois 

Press. 
 
Fox-Genovese, Elizabeth. 1979. “The Personal Is not Political Enough.” Marxist Perspectives 

(Winter): 94-113. 
 
Foucault, Michel. 1978. The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume 1. Trans. Robert 

Hurley. New York: Vintage. 
 
Freeman, Jo. 1972-73. “The Tyranny of Structurelessness.” Berkeley Journal of Sociology 17: 

51-165. 
 
---. 1975. The Politics of Women’s Liberation: A Case Study of an Emerging Social Movement 

and Its Relation to the Policy Process. New York: David McKay.  
 
Friedman, Susan Stanford. 2001. “Locational Feminism: Gender, Cultural Geographies, and 

Geopolitical Literacy.” In Feminist Locations, ed. Marianne DeKoven, 13-36. New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

 



254 

 
Gaiter, Collette. 2004. “The Revolution Will Be Visualized: Emory Douglas in the Black 

Panther.” Bad Subjects 65 (January). http://bad.eserver.org/issues/2004/65/gaiter.html. 
 
---. 2005. “Visualizing a Revolution: Emory Douglas and the Black Panther Newsletter.” AIGA 

June 8. http://www.aiga.org/content.cfm/visualizing-a-revolution-emory-douglas-and-
the-black-panther-new. 

 
Garrison, Ednie Kaeh. 2003. “Contests for the Meaning of Third Wave Feminism: The Logic of 

Late Feminism.” In Third Wave Feminism: A Critical Exploration, ed. Stacy Gillis, 
Gillian Howie, and Rebecca Munford, 24-37. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

 
Gaskell, Philip. 1972. A New Introduction to Bibliography. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Gecas, Viktor. 2000. “Value Identities, Self-Motives, and Social Movements.” In Self, Identity, 

and Social Movements, ed. Sheldon Stryker, Timothy J. Owens, and Robert W. White, 
93-109. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

 
Genette, Gerard. 1997. Paratexts: Thresholds of Intepretation. Trans. Jane E. Lewin. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 
 
Gibson-Graham, J.K. 2006. A Postcapitalist Politics. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press. 
 
Gillis, Stacy, Gillian Howe, and Rebecca Munford. 2004. “Introduction.” In their Third Wave 

Feminism: A Critical Exploration, 1-6. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Gilmore, Stephanie, and Elizabeth Kaminski. 2007. “A Part and Apart: Lesbian and Straight 

Feminist Activists Negotiate Identity in a Second-Wave Organization.” Journal of the 
History of Sexuality 16(1):95-113. 

 
Gray, Jonathan. 2006. Watching with the Simpsons: Television, Parody, and Intertextuality. New 

York: Routledge. 
 
Grewal, Inderpal, and Caren Kaplan. 2001. “Transnational Practices and Interdisciplinary 

Feminist Scholarship: Refiguring Women’s and Gender Studies.” In Women’s Studies on 
Its Own, ed. Robyn Wiegman, 66-81. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

 
Gross, David. 1995. “Zine Dreams.” New York Times 17 December, 72. 
 
Grosz, Elizabeth A. 1998. “Thinking the New: Of Futures Yet Unthought.” Symplokē 6(1-2):38-

55. 
 
Gudeman, Stephen. 2001. The Anthropology of Economy: Community, Market, and Culture. 

Malden, MA: Blackwell. 
 
Hall, Stuart. 1980a. “Encoding/Decoding.” In Culture, Media, Language, ed. Stuart Hall, Dorothy 

Hobson, Andrew Lowe, and Paul Willis, 128-38. London: Hutchinson. 
 
---. 1980b. “Recent Developments in Theories of Language and Ideology: A Critical Note.” In 

Culture, Media, Language, ed. Stuart Hall, Dorothy Hobson, Andrew Lowe, and Paul 
Willis, 157-62. London: Hutchinson. 

 



255 

 
---. 1997. “The Work of Representation.” In his Representation: Cultural Representations and 

Signifying Practices, 13-74. London: Sage. 
 
Hanish, Carol. 2001. “Struggles over Leadership in the Women’s Liberation Movement.” In 

Leadership and Social Movements, ed. Colin Barker, Alan Johnson, and Michael 
Lavalette, 77-95. Manchester: Manchester University Press. 

 
Harper, Phillip Brian. 1993. “Nationalism and Social Division in the Black Arts Poetry of the 

1960s.” Critical Inquiry 19(2):234-55. 
 
Heck, Marina Camargo. 1980. “The Ideological Dimension of Media Messages.”  In Culture, 

Media, Language, ed. Stuart Hall, Dorothy Hobson, Andrew Lowe, and Paul Willis, 122-
27. London: Hutchinson. 60s.” Critical Inquiry 19(2):234-55. 

 
Hengehold, Laura. 2007. The Body Problematic:Political Imagination in Kant and Foucault. 

University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press. 
 
Hetherington, Kevin. 1997. The Badlands of Modernity: Heterotopia and Social Ordering. New 

York: Routledge. 
 
Hewitt, Nancy. 2010. “Introduction.” In her No Permanent Waves: Recasting Histories of U.S. 

Feminism, 1-14. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 
 
Heywood, Leslie, and Jennifer Drake. 1997. “What Is the Third Wave? Third Wave Cultural 

Contexts.” In their Third Wave Agenda: Being Feminist, Doing Feminism, 25-39. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

 
Hogan, Kristen. 2008. “Women’s Studies in Feminist Bookstores: ‘All the Women’s Studies 

women would come in.’” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 33(3):595-
621. 

 
Hole, Judith, and Ellen Levine. 1971. Rebirth of Feminism. New York: Quadrangle. 
 
hooks, bell. 1995. “Sisterhood: Political Solidarity between Women.” In Feminism and 

Community, ed. Penny A. Weiss and Marilyn Freedman, 293-315. Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press. 

 
Howe, Florence, ed. 2000. The Politics of Women’s Studies: Testimony from Thirty Founding 

Mothers. New York: The Feminist Press. 
 
Hunt, Scott A., Robert D. Benford, and David A. Snow. 1994. “Identity Fields: Framing 

Processes and the Social Construction of Movement Identities.” In New Social 
Movements: From Ideology to Identity, ed. Enrique Laraña, Hank Johnston, and Joseph 
R. Gusfield, 185-208. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

 
Irigaray, Luce. 1985. “This Sex Which Is Not One.” In her This Sex Which Is Not One, trans. 

Catherine Porter, 23-33. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
 
Jackson, Jr., John L. 2005. Real Black: Adventures in Racial Sincerity. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 

 



256 

 
Jakobsen, Janet. 1998. Working Alliances and the Politics of Difference: Diversity and Feminist 

Ethics. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
 
---. 2005. “Different Differences: Theory and Practice of Women’s Studies.” In Women’s Studies 

for the Future: Foundations, Interrogations, Politics, ed. Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy 
and Agatha Beins, 125-42. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

 
Jervis, Lisa. 2004. “The End of Feminism’s Third Wave: The Cofounder of Bitch Magazine Says 

Goodbye to the Generational Divide.” Ms. Winter. 
http://www.msmagazine.com/winter2004/thirdwave.asp 

 
Johnson, Barbara. 1987. “Apostrophe, Animation, and Abortion.” In her A World of Difference, 

184-99. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 
Johnson, Gordon. 1999. “What Is the History of Samizdat?” Social History 24(2):115-33. 
 
Joseph, Miranda.2002.  Against the Romance of Community. Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press. 
 
Juvan, Marko. 2008. History and Poetics of Intertextuality. Trans. Timothy Pogačar. West 

Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press.  
 
Kahn, Kim Fridkin, and Edie N. Goldenberg. 1991. “The Media: Obstacle or Ally of Feminists?” 

Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 1(515):104-13. 
 
Karlyn, Kathleen Rowe. 2003. “Scream, Popular Culture, and Feminism’s Third Wave: ‘I’m Not 

My Mother.’” Genders 38. http://www.genders.org/g38/g38_rowe_karlyn.html. 
 
Kennedy, Elizabeth Lapovsky. 2008. “Socialist Feminism: What Differences Did It Make to the 

History of Women’s Studies?” Feminist Studies 34(3):497-525. 
 
Kesselman, Amy. 2001. “Women’s Liberation and the Left in New Haven, Connecticut, 1968-

1972,” Radical History Review 51 (Fall):15-33.  
 
Kirby, Vicki. 1997. Telling Flesh: The Substance of the Corporeal. New York: Routledge. 
 
Kress, Gunther. 2000. “Text as the Punctuation of Semiosis: Pulling at Some of the Threads.” In 

Intertextuality and Media: From Genre to Everyday Life, ed. Ulrike H. Meinhoff and 
Jonathan Smith, 132-54. Manchester: Manchester University Press.  

 
Lee, Rachel. 2001. “Notes from the (Non)field: Teaching and Theorizing Women of Color.” In 

Women’s Studies on Its Own, ed. Robyn Wiegman, 81-105. Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press. 

 
Lerer, Seth. 2006. “Epilogue: Falling Asleep over History of the Book.” PMLA 121(1):229-34. 
 
Lichtenstein, Grace. 1970. “Feminists Demand ‘Liberation’ in Ladies Home Journal Sit-In.” New 

York Times March 19, 51. 
 

 



257 

Livingstone, David. 2005. “Science, Text, and Space: Thoughts on the Geography of Reading.” 
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 30(4):391-401. 

 
Lorde, Audre. 1978. The Black Unicorn. New York: W. W. Norton. 
 
---. 1984. Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches by Audre Lorde. Berkeley: Crossing Press. 
 
Lugones, María, and Pat Alake Rosezelle. 1995. “Sisterhood and Friendship as Feminist 

Models.” In Feminism and Community, ed. Penny A. Weiss and Marilyn Friedman, 135-
46. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

 
Martin, Biddy, and Chandra Talpade Mohanty. 1996. “Feminist Politics: What’s Home Got To 

Do With It?” In Femininity Played Straight: The Significance of Being Lesbian, by Biddy 
Martin, 163-84. New York: Routledge. 

 
Marx, Karl. 1978. The Marx-Engels Reader, 2nd edition. Trans. and ed. Robert C. Tucker. New 

York:  W.W. Norton & Company. 
 
Massey, Doreen. 1994. Space, Place, and Gender. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
 
---. 1995. “Thinking Radical Democracy Spatially.” Environment and Planning D 13(3):283-88. 
 
---. 2005. For Space. London: Sage. 
 
Mather, Anne. 1974. “A History of Feminist Periodicals, Part 1.” Journalism History 1(3):82-85. 
 
McAdam, Doug, and William H. Sewell, Jr. 2001. “It’s about Time: Temporality in the Study of 

Social Movements and Revolutions.” In Silence and Voice in the Study of Contentious 
Politics, ed. Ronald R. Aminzade, Jack A. Goldstone, Doug McAdam, Elizabeth J. Perry, 
William H. Sewell, Jr., Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, 89-125. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

 
McCoy, Beth A. 2006. “Race and the (Para)Textual Condition.” PMLA 12(1):156-69. 
 
McDermott, Patrice. 1994. Politics and Scholarship: Feminist Academic Journals and the 

Production of Knowledge. Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 
 
McDonald, Peter D. 1997. “Implicit Structures and Explicit Interactions: Pierre Bourdieu and the 

History of the Book.” The Library 6th Series 19(2):105-21. 
 
---. 2006. “Ideas of the Book and Histories of Literature: After Theory?” PMLA 121(1):214-28. 
 
McKenzie, D. F. 1969. “Printers of the Mind: Some Notes on Bibliographical Theories and 

Printing-House Practices.” Studies in Bibliography 22:1-75 
 
Meeker, Martin. 2005. “A Queer and Contested Medium: The Emergence of Representational 

Politics in the ‘Golden Age’ of Lesbian Paperbacks, 1955-1963.” Journal of Women’s 
History 17(1):165-88.  

 
---.2006.  Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and Community, 1940s-1970s. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 



258 

 
Melucci, Alberto. 1996a. Challenging Codes: Collective Action in the Information Age. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
---. 2003. “The Process of Collective Identity.” In Social Movement and Culture, ed. Hank 

Johnston and Bert Klandermans, 41-63. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
 
Morgan, Robin. 1970a. “Goodbye to All That.” Rat, February 9-23, 6-7. 
 
---. 1970b. “Introduction: The Women's Revolution.” In her Sisterhood Is Powerful, xiii-xli. New 

York: Random House. 
 
---. 1984. Sisterhood Is Global: The International Women’s Movement Anthology. Garden City, 

NY: Anchor/Doubleday.  
 
Murray, Simone. 2004. Mixed Media: Feminist Presses and Publishing Politics. London: Pluto 

Press. 
 
Nachescu, Voichita. 2008. “Radical feminism and the Nation: History and Space in the Political 

Imagination of Second-Wave Feminism.” Journal for the Study of Radicalism 3(1):29-
59. 

 
Nicholson, Linda. 1986. Gender and History: The Limits of Social Theory in the Age of the 

Family. New York: Columbia University Press. 
 
Ong, Aihwa. 1994. “Colonialism and Modernity: Feminist Re-presentations of Women in Non-

Western Societies.” In Theorizing Feminism: Parallel Trends in the Humanities and 
Social Sciences, ed. Anne C. Hermann and Abigail J. Stewart, 372-81. Boulder, CO: 
Westview. 

 
Onosaka, Junko R. 2006. Feminist Revolution in Literacy: Women’s Bookstores in the United 

States. New York: Routledge. 
 
Painter, Nell Irvin. 1994. “Representing Truth: Sojourner Truth’s Knowing and Being Known.” 

The Journal of American History 81(2):461-92. 
 
---.1996. Sojourner Truth: A Life, a Symbol. New York: Norton.  
 
Palmer, Phyllis Marynick. 1993. “White Women/Black Women: The Dualism of Female Identity 

and Experience in the United States.” Feminist Studies 9(1):151-70. 
 
Pawley, Christine. 2001. Reading on the Middle Border: The Culture of Print in Late-Nineteenth-

Century Osage, Iowa. Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press. 
 
---. 2002. “Seeking ‘Significance’: Actual Readers, Specific Reading Communities.” Book 

History 5: 143-60. 
 
Pearson, Kyra. 1999. “Mapping Rhetorical Interventions in ‘National’ Feminist Histories: Second 

Wave Feminism and Ain’t I a Woman.” Communication Studies 50.2 (1999): 158-73. 
 

 



259 

Petersen, Tasha. 1974. “Gimme Shelter.” In Class and Feminism: A Collection of Essays from 
THE FURIES, ed. Charlotte Bunch and Nancy Myron, 24-34. Baltimore: Diana 
Publications. 

 
Peterson, Carla L. 1995. “Doers of the Word”: African-American Women Speakers and Writers 

in the North. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 
 
Peterson, Jason. 2009. “A ‘Race’ for Equality: Print Media Coverage of the 1968 Olympic Protest 

by Tommie Smith and John Carlos.” American Journalism 26(2):99-121. 
 
Polletta, Francesca. 2002. Freedom Is an Endless Meeting: Democracy in American Social 

Movements. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Polletta Francesca, and James M. Jasper. 2001. “Collective Identity and Social Movements.” 

Annual Review of Sociology 27:283-305. 
 
Price, Leah. 2004. “Reading: The State of the Discipline.” Book History 7: 303-20. 
 
---. 2006. “Introduction: Reading Matter.” PMLA 121(1):9-16. 
 
Radway, Janice. 1984a. “Interpretive Communities and Variable Literacies: The Functions of 

Romance Reading.” Daedalus 113: 49-73. 
 
---. 1984b. Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Literature. Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press. 
 
---. 1997. A Feeling for Books: The Book-of-the-Month Club, Literary Taste, and Middle-Class 

Desire. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.  
 
Redstockings. 2000-2009. “The Miss America Protest: 1968.” Redstockings. 

http://www.redstockings.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=59&Item
id=103. 

 
Reger, Jo. 2002. “More than One Feminism: Organizational Structure and the Construction of 

Collective Identity.” In Social Movements: Identity, Culture and the State, ed. David S. 
Meyer, Nancy Whittier, and Belinda Robnett, 171-84. New York: Oxford University 
Press. 

 
---. 2008. “Drawing Identity Boundaries: The Creation of Contemporary Feminism.” In Identity 

Work in Social Movements, ed. Jo Reger, Daniel J. Meyers, and Rachel L. Einwohner, 
101-20. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

 
Roberts, Dorothy. 1997. Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the Meaning of Liberty. 

New York: Random House. 
 
Robnett, Belinda. 2002. “External Political Change, Collective Identities, and Participation in 

Social Movement Organizations.” In Social Movements: Identity, Culture and the State, 
ed. David S. Meyer, Nancy Whittier, and Belinda Robnett, 266-85. New York: Oxford 
University Press.  

 

 



260 

Rooney, Ellen. 1996. “What’s the Story? Feminist Theory, Narrative, Address.” differences: A 
Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 8:1-30. 

 
Rosen, Ruth. 2000. The World Split Open: How the Modern Women’s Movement Changed 

America. New York: Viking.  
 
Roth, Benita. 2004. Separate Roads to Feminism: Black, Chicana, and White Feminist 

Movements in America’s Second Wave. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
---. 2008. “The Reconstruction of Collective Identity in the Emergence of U.S. White Women's 

Liberation.” In Identity Work in Social Movements, ed. Jo Reger, Daniel J. Meyers, and 
Rachel L. Einwohner, 257-75. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

 
Roth, Silke. 2008. “Dealing with Diversity: The Coalition of Labor Union Women.” In Identity 

Work in Social Movements, ed. Jo Reger, Daniel J. Meyers, and Rachel L. Einwohner, 
213-31. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

 
Rubin, Gayle. [1975] 1997. “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex.” In 

The Second Wave: A Reader in Feminist Theory, ed. Linda Nicholson, 27-62. New York: 
Routledge. 

 
Ryan, Barbara. 1992. Feminism and the Women’s Movement: Dynamics of Change in Social 

Movement, Ideology and Activism. New York: Routledge.  
 
Salper, Roberta. 2008. “U.S. Government Surveillance and the Women’s Liberation Movement.” 

Feminist Studies 34(3):431-55. 
 
Sánchez-Eppler, Benigno, and Cindy Patton, eds.. 2000. Queer Diasporas. Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press. 
 
Santana, Mario. 2000. Foreigners in the Homeland: The Spanish American New Novel in Spain, 

1962-1974. Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses. 
 
Sargent, Lydia. 1981. Women and Revolution: The Unhappy Marriage of Feminism and 

Marxism. Boston: South End.  
 
Scott, Joan. 1988. “Deconstructing Equality-versus-Difference: Or, the Uses of Poststructuralist 

Theory for Feminism.” Feminist Studies 14(1):32-50. 
 
Sewall, William H., Jr. 2001. “Space in Contentious Politics.” In Silence and Voice in the Study 

of Contentious Politics, ed. Ronald R. Aminzade, Jack A. Goldstone, Doug McAdam, 
Elizabeth J. Perry, William H. Sewell, Jr., Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, 51-88. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 
Showden, Carisa R. 2009. “What’s Political about New Feminisms?” Frontiers 3(2):166-98.  
 
Sigal, Leon V. 1973. Reporters and Officials: The Organization and Politics of Newsmaking. 

Lexington, MA: DC Health. 
 

 



261 

Snow, David A., E. Burke Rochford, Jr., Steven K. Worden, and Robert D. Benford.1986. 
“Frame Alignment Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participation.” 
American Sociological Review 51(4):464-81. 

 
Soto, Sandra K. 2005. “Where in the Transnational World are U.S. Women of Color?” In 

Women’s Studies for the Future: Foundations, Interrogations, Politics, ed. Elizabeth 
Lapovsky Kennedy and Agatha Beins, 125-42. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press. 

 
Springer, Kimberly, ed. 1999. Still Lifting, Still Climbing: Contemporary African American 

Women’s Activism. New York: New York University Press. 
 
Springer, Kimberly. 2005. Living for the Revolution: Black Feminist Organizations, 1968-1980. 

Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 
 
Sutherland, John. 1988. “Publishing History: A Hole at the Centre of Literary Sociology.” 

Critical Inquiry 14(3):574-89. 
 
Sutton, Betty Peters. 1986. Interview by Michal Brody. In Are We There Yet? A Continuing 

History of Lavender Woman, a Chicago Lesbian Newspaper, 1971-1976, ed. Michal 
Brody, 25-35. Iowa City: Aunt Lute. 

 
Tanselle, G. Thomas. (1981) 1998. “The History of the Book as a Field of Study.” In his 

Literature and Artifacts, 41-55. Charlottesville: The Bibliographical Society of the 
University of Virginia. 

 
Tarrow, Sidney. 1992. “Mentalities, Political Cultures, and Collective Action Frames: 

Constructing Meanings through Action.” In Frontiers in Social Movement Theory, ed. 
Aldon D. Morris and Carol McClurg Mueller, 174-202. New Haven: Yale University 
Press. 

 
---. 1998. Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics. 2nd ed. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 
 
Thompson, Becky. 2002. “Multiracial Feminism: Racasting Histories of the Second Wave.” 

Feminist Studies 28(2):337-60. 
 
Tilly, Charles. 1977. “Getting It Together in Burgundy, 1675-1975.” Theory and Society 

4(4):479-504. 
 
Travis, Trysh. 2008. “The Women in Print Movement: History and Implications.” Book History 

11: 275-300. 
 
Uttal, Lynet. 1990. “z, ed. Gloria Anzaldúa, 317-20. San Francisco: Aunt Lute. 
 
Valk, Anne. 2008. Radical Sisters: Second Wave Feminism and Black Liberation in Washington, 

D.C. Champaign: University of Illinois Press. 
 
Veron, Eliseo. 1971. “Ideology and Social Sciences: A Communicational Approach.” Semiotica 

3(1):59-76.  
 

 



262 

 

Walker, Rebecca. 1992. “Becoming the Third Wave.” Ms. January/February 39-41. 
 
---. 1995. To Be Real. New York: Anchor. 
 
Warner,  Michael. 2002. “Publics and Counterpublics.” Public Culture 14(1):49-90. 
 
Weber, Shirley N. 1981. “Black Power in the 1960s: A Study of Its Impact on Women’s 

Liberation.” Journal of Black Studies 11(4):483-97. 
 
Whittier, Nancy. 1997. “Political Generations, Micro-Cohorts, and the Tranformation of Social 

Movements.” American Sociological Review 62(5):760-78. 
 
---. 2002. “Meaning and Structure in Social Movements.” In Social Movements: Identity, Culture 

and the State, ed. David S. Meyer, Nancy Whittier, and Belinda Robnett, 289-308. New 
York: Oxford University Press. 

 
Wiegman, Robyn. 2001. “The Progress of Gender: Whither ‘Women’?” In her Women’s Studies 

on Its Own, 106-40. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 
 
Williams, Raymond. 1977. Marxism and Literature. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Willis, Ellen. 1989. “Introduction.” In Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-

1975, by Alice Echols, vii-xv. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
 
Wright, Frederick A. 2001. From Zines to Ezines:  Electronic Publishing and the Literary 

Underground. PhD Dissertation, Kent State. 
http://www.zinebook.com/resource/wrightdissertation.pdf. 

 
Wu, Judy Tzu-Chun. 2009. “Journeys for Peace and Liberation: Third World Internationalism 

and Radical Orientalism during the U.S. War in Vietnam.” Pacific Historical Review 
76(4):575-84. 

 
---. 2010. “Rethinking Global Sisterhood: Peace Activism and Women’s Orientalism.” In No 

Permanent Waves: Recasting Histories of U.S. Feminism, ed. Nancy Hewitt, 193-220. 
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

 
Yanney, Linda J. 1991.  The Practical Revolution: An Oral History of the Iowa City Feminist 

Community, 1965-1975. PhD dissertation, University of Iowa. 
 
Zackodnik, Teresa C. 2004. “‘I don’t know how you will feel when I get through’: Racial 

Difference, Women’s Rights and Sojourner Truth.” Feminist Studies 30(1):49-73. 
 
---. 2005. “The ‘Green-Backs of Civilization’: Sojourner Truth and Portrait Photography.” 

American Studies 46(2):117-43. 
 


