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K r i s t e n H o g a n

Women’s Studies in Feminist Bookstores: “All the Women’s

Studies women would come in”

I
CI: A Woman’s Place opened in Oakland, California, in 1970. From its
circular sign on the V-shaped building at Broadway and College Av-
enue, the first feminist bookstore in the United States declared with

its acronym the intention of the burgeoning feminist bookstore move-
ment: Information Center Incorporate. The collective posted a letter an-
nouncing its opening, explaining, “a bookstore run by feminists is different
from a bookstore with a feminist section in it.”1 Different from the leftist
and progressive bookstores of the 1960s, the bookstore created an entirely
feminist space that provided a context for the publications on its shelves;
this more specific collection allowed for broader attention to women’s
literature and uniquely emphasized the existence of a body of feminist
literature. This literature, in a space “run by feminists,” claimed public
space for the feminist movement. For the collective, the size of the book-
store was directly connected to public use of the bookstore: “The store
is a pretty good size, so we can have rap groups, poetry readings, movies,
etc.” And the group of women in the collective immediately called for
donations from their community to collect the resources they envisioned.
They asked for “books, magazines, xeroxed copies of good stuff, and
money.” By this time, the bookstore could stock early publications from
movement presses like Shameless Hussy and the Women’s Press Collective.
Also, Pittsburgh’s KNOW, Inc., had published the first issue of Female
Studies, a collection of women’s studies syllabi and resources from the
nation’s growing women’s studies movement (Howe 1970). Confirming
their awareness of such women’s studies publications and the centrality
of these to the bookstore, the ICI collective added, “we’re especially
interested in professional journals—the average person (us) never gets to

My thanks to the many readers of this work and to all the feminist bookstore women
for weaving networks and narratives for filling the shelves.

1 ICI: A Woman’s Place, introductory letter, Oakland, CA, 1970, ICI: A Woman’s Place
Papers, Lesbian Herstory Archives, Brooklyn, New York (hereafter ICI: WPP, LHA).
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see stuff like that, and it’s very informative, especially if stoned.”2 This
abrupt reference to getting stoned to read “professional” journals plays
on the assumed inaccessibility of academic writing. However, the book-
store’s explicit request for these journals highlighted the connection be-
tween the work of the journals and the work of the bookstore: the journals
were important enough to mention in the introductory letter, even if the
language recorded the perceived distance between academic and com-
munity women’s studies in the collective’s qualification of the “infor-
mative” nature of the journals with the phrase “especially if stoned.” The
bookstore’s original (if distanced) interest in “professional” feminist work
began the documentation of a history of women’s studies as seen from
the bookstore shelves.

The history of women’s studies has recently been developed with at-
tention to institutionalization, activism, location, and even publication
histories.3 Here I offer a framework for connecting these concerns by
looking at feminist bookstores in Oakland; Portland, Oregon; Cambridge,
Massachusetts; and New York City. I identify these bookstores as public
sites that strategically contributed to the development of women’s studies.
The centrality of these cities to the U.S. women’s studies movement in-
dicates that bookstore contributions in these cities affected the movement
nationally. Each of the many feminist bookstores in the United States and
around the world that have operated over the past thirty-eight years will
be different from but also connected with those I examine here. These
bookstores have influenced and been influenced by one another through
their collective participation in a transnational network of feminist book-
stores. The bookstores I examine here, and many others, connected with
one another by becoming members of the Feminist Bookstore Network
and by contributing to and reading the network publication Feminist
Bookstore News (1976–2000). The News involved feminist bookwomen in
the production of a feminist literary public sphere. To posit the identity
of a feminist literary public sphere, I draw on Nancy Fraser, who explicitly
distinguishes “journals, bookstores, and publishing companies” among
the features of the influential “late-twentieth-century U.S. feminist sub-
altern counterpublic” (1992, 123). In her account, Fraser describes the
“dual character” of subaltern counterpublics “in stratified societies”: “on
the one hand, they function as spaces of withdrawal and regroupment;
on the other hand, they also function as bases and training grounds for

2 Ibid.
3 See McDermott 1994; Boxer 1998; Messer-Davidow 2002; Flannery 2005; Lichten-

stein and Orr 2005.
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agitational activities directed toward larger publics” (124). I identify fem-
inist bookstores as producers of a feminist literary public sphere, in rec-
ognition of their development of an independently valuable and outwardly
influential public. The bookstores in the four cities I examine offer ex-
amples of how feminist bookstores function as a public, providing safe
spaces for information circulation and discussion as well as training for
agitational activities influencing the publishing industry and the academy.
I focus here on specific feminist bookstores’ relationships with women’s
studies to model how attending to sites of textual distribution can inform
our understanding of, and our innovations in, women’s studies.

Looking at bookstores in four cities, I explore why in the 1970s
women’s studies scholars turned to the bookstores for materials and how
the bookstores’ organization provided an alternative to obscure academic
bibliographic subject headings. I describe how the growing institution-
alization of women’s studies programs across the United States in the
1980s resulted in the bookstore section Women’s Studies and how the
surrounding shelves at one feminist bookstore challenged the disciplining
of women’s studies. By the mid-1990s there were 124 feminist bookstores,
the most ever in the United States (Seajay 1994b), but changes in the
economy, the book market, and the feminist movement dropped the num-
ber into the teens at the turn of the century (Rosen 1997).4 Developing
new strategies amid this changing environment, two sites of collaborative
women’s studies and feminist bookstore projects in the late 1990s and
the continuation of both these projects into this century suggest the on-
going value of feminist bookstores for women’s studies. In the interest
of a progressive public, we must attend to the bookstore closures and to
contemporary feminist bookstore projects, since, as Mary P. Ryan reminds
us, a “proliferation of publics is a particularly significant measure of the
public wellbeing” (Ryan 1998, 218). In the face of the recent closures,
it seems timely to examine the historic involvement of these previously
underexamined feminist textual spaces with the development of women’s
studies.5

4 This information is also taken from Nomi Schwartz, “Internet Giant’s Lawyers Bring
Sexual Preference into Trademark Case,” which was published by Bookweb in 1999 but is
no longer available online.

5 For other bookstore studies, see Kathleen Liddle (2005) on the continuing importance
of feminist bookstores to lesbian communities and Junko Onosaka (2004) on feminist book-
stores and the women-in-print movement.
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1970s: Finding women’s studies in feminist bookstores

During the 1970s the growth of women’s studies was unmatched by
institutional resources, and feminist bookstores’ collections of texts and
other materials, not then available in university libraries, made these book-
stores central sites for women’s studies research and information sharing.
By working at a grassroots level to create and make visible an essential
resource, feminist bookwomen practiced an activist organization of ma-
terials within the bookstores that supported the growth of women’s studies
locally (and sometimes nationally). Ellen Messer-Davidow notes that in
1971, “127 institutions offered a combined total of 610 women’s studies
courses” (Messer-Davidow 2002, 156–57). The call for donations of “xe-
roxed copies of good stuff” by the ICI collective documents the wide-
spread reliance of feminists, including teachers of these 610 women’s
studies courses, on mimeographed copies of texts by women, sometimes
available at feminist bookstores. Nellie Y. McKay, for example, writes, “my
first copies of Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, Nella Larsen’s
Quicksand, and Gwendolyn Brooks’s Maud Martha were duplications of
recovered texts that friends near and far gave me” (McKay 2000, 210).
Marilyn J. Boxer recalls that copying was also a means to publish new
feminist work: “Mimeographed copies of feminist statements could be
picked up from literature tables at meetings of all types” (1998, 12).
Directly connecting these statements to the growth of women’s studies,
Boxer confirms what the ICI collective documented in their introductory
letter, that these copies were also available at feminist bookstores: “Cir-
culated through feminist hands as well as by the ‘underground press’ and
newly established women’s bookstores, the writings of feminist activists
provided the basic questions that spurred the development of women’s
studies” (1998, 12). New and recovered authors, crucially important to
feminism, depended on women’s studies teachers like McKay, as well as
on the bookstores and other spaces that stocked the mimeographs, to
prove their worth to publishers.

Some feminist bookstores contributed simultaneously to the projects
of making black women’s literature visible and supporting the republi-
cation of out-of-print books. Carol Seajay, an early member of the diverse
collective at ICI: A Woman’s Place, remembers the bookstore’s black
women authors section, which included Gayle Jones, Toni Morrison, Alice
Walker, and Zora Neale Hurston. The collective is documented as diverse
in a protest letter after four collective members, identifying as “one Italian,
one Jewish, one Black, one Asian,” were locked out of ICI by two white
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collective members.6 This high-profile version of common struggles against
racism in the feminist movement both documents the work of women of
color at this founding bookstore and underscores the difference between
the inclusion on the shelves and the inclusion in the staff of many bookstores.
The intervention in women’s literature sustained by the shelves remains
significant and documents the work of women of color as authors, in
publishing collectives, and in bookstores. Seajay later opened her own
bookstore, Old Wives’ Tales, in San Francisco, where she recognized the
importance of the location of black women’s fiction and nonfiction,
“which was a case and a half at that point.”7 Seajay and her partner, Paula
Wallace, both white women, prioritized black women’s fiction and non-
fiction, placing the sections “next to the sales desk. . . . That way, they
were the most seen books in the store.”8 In order to keep such shelves
full, feminist bookwomen used the Feminist Bookstore News to share in-
formation. The soon-to-be internationally distributed News started in
1976 as the Feminist Bookstores Newsletter, and its collaboratively written
format allowed bookwomen to discuss the goals and processes of feminist
bookstores. Through this publication, bookwomen taught one another
how to lobby for reprints of books, including Morrison’s The Bluest Eye,
published in 1970, out of print by the mid-1970s, and reissued in 1978.9

The support of this literature became a call to internal action for some
bookstores that struggled through collective discussions of oppression to

6 The full paragraph is worth quoting here as an articulation of the issues at stake: “We
strongly feel that a major cause of this lock-out is . . . opposition to the commitment to
multi-issue, coalition feminism which the four of us share. To understand this, we think it
is important to let people know who we are. We are four women, one Italian, one Jewish,
one Black, one Asian. Two of us are lesbians, two are straight. One of us is 7 1/2 months
pregnant, one co-parents a 12-year-old. Two of us are working class, two are varying degrees
of middle class. We are 28 to 32 years old. Two of us have college degrees, two do not. We
are all self-supporting workers.” Darlene Pagano, Elizabeth Summers, Jesse Meredith, and
Keiko Kubo, “An open letter regarding the LOCK-OUT AT A WOMAN’S PLACE BOOK
STORE,” Oakland, CA, September 18, 1982, ICI: WPP, LHA.

7 Carol Seajay, interviewed by the author, San Francisco, CA, July 17, 2003. A “case”
here refers to a full standard bookcase.

8 Ibid.
9 In an example of such training, Seajay wrote in the Newsletter about Old Wives’ Tales’

process: “We continued to write in orders on their order blanks for large quantities of WELL
[OF LONELINESS] & BLUEST EYE, to be sure they knew the books were still in demand.
This is a low energy & direct way to give request info to companies as the orders are fed
into their computers, and the computers (I trust) spit out totals for unfilled orders into the
hands of the marketing & sales dept” (1978, 2). Erlene Stetson documented the need for
such campaigns in her article “Black Women in and out of Print” (1982).
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reconcile their daily practice with the antiracist feminism on the shelves.
By strategically arguing for the worth of women’s literatures, feminist
bookwomen, organized and informed by the Feminist Bookstores News-
letter, became resources for women’s studies teachers and students.

Up the coast, in Portland, Oregon, the feminist bookstore organized
information for public women’s studies projects before the local academic
program was established. By 1973, Portland women had opened a book-
store also named A Woman’s Place; the popularity of the name indicated
the importance of claiming physical spaces devoted to feminism, women,
and women’s texts. Portland had already hosted one of the early women’s
studies conferences (Boxer 1998, 10), and the city was home to Portland
State University (PSU), an urban institution whose mission is to “let
knowledge serve the city.” A Woman’s Place shared this goal, shaped by
the local feminist and academic cultures. The oversized 1973 national
directory called the New Woman’s Survival Catalog included an entry for
the bookstore. Next to a grainy picture of a woman holding brochures
and looking at flyers posted on the walls, the entry listed ongoing classes,
a reading room, and a library and offered “use of our large meeting room
for films and speakers on women” (Grimstad and Rennie 1973, 4). The
image of a woman looking not at shelves but at information postings pre-
sented the bookstore as a resource center, and the list of services identify
the bookstore as a reference site similar to a public library; such emphasis
on public learning situated the bookstore as a public women’s studies class-
room. This Catalog announcement, appearing two years before PSU ad-
ministrators approved creation of a women’s studies program (Porter 2000,
350), identified the community-academic foundation of PSU’s women’s
studies program and a vibrant feminist community in Portland.

While A Woman’s Place prioritized the library, reading room, and clas-
ses, New Words, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, focused on creating a
collection of feminist books across disciplines. These differences marked
the distinct climates of feminism in these cities: participating in the found-
ing days of the city’s famous DIY culture, Portland feminists focused on
community-based education, while Cambridge feminists intervened in a
long-standing Ivy League–based literary and academic community. Gilda
Bruckman, Jean MacRae, Mary Lowry, and Rita Arditti founded New
Words in 1974. Arditti, a feminist biologist and professor, underlines the
scholarly service of the bookstore, explaining that its shelves articulated
interdisciplinarity: “I was doing biology and social issues, and I was trying
to learn about women’s studies. I learned about women’s studies by doing
the bookstore, because I started to read literature, history, science, phi-
losophy, you name it, and so it was clear for me from the beginning that
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women’s studies covered all these disciplines and how they were inter-
related.”10 Here Arditti positions herself as both a scholar and a bookstore
founder, overtly commenting on the value of a bookstore to a feminist
academic. Arditti’s experience of learning “about women’s studies by do-
ing the bookstore” and the draw of the bookstore for feminist academics
illustrates at once the significance of having feminist “literature, history,
science, philosophy” in one place and the possibility that collecting these
books together could articulate “how [these disciplines] were interre-
lated.” It was this uniquely available and visible connection, at New Words
and in a different format at A Woman’s Place and Old Wives’ Tales, that
made these bookstores valuable to the development of women’s studies.

A center of women’s studies activism, New York City became the home
of a feminist bookstore that made important contributions to the orga-
nization and distribution of feminist texts. Eleanor Olds Batchelder, Karyn
London, and Fabi Romero, after seeing the possibilities in the pages of
the 1973 Catalog, opened Womanbooks on the Upper West Side in 1975.
According to Batchelder, Womanbooks offered academic women impor-
tant access: “It was better than a book table at the conferences . . . because
we had almost everything on our shelves. ‘My God,’ they would say, ‘look,
you have everything here, I can look and see.’”11 Word spread quickly
about the stock and the resources for women, and the week of the Modern
Language Association (MLA) Annual Convention at the end of December
1976 brought the biggest revenue of the year for Womanbooks. During
the life of Womanbooks (1975–87), the MLA met in New York five times
(1976, 1978, 1981, 1983, and 1986), the most frequently in any one
city. Batchelder describes the throng: “All the women’s studies women
would come in, and they would all make this pilgrimage up to 92nd
Street, to basically spend their book budget. . . . They’d just make these
huge piles of books and ship them home.”12 Messer-Davidow diagrams
the close involvement of these MLA women in founding a humanities-
based women’s studies: “The names of the Female Studies editors and
contributors show that an academic network radiating outward from the
MLA Commission on the Status of Women boosted its development as
a national field” (Messer-Davidow 2002, 157). Because these women were
informed by what they found at Womanbooks, Womanbooks was able to
support the growth of women’s studies. Womanbooks provided women’s
studies founders with resources unavailable elsewhere.

10 Rita Arditti, interviewed by the author, Milwaukee, June 19, 2004.
11 Eleanor Olds Batchelder, interviewed by the author, New York, July 3, 2003.
12 Ibid.
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Not only university and college women’s studies professors but also
high school teachers and students sought resources at Womanbooks, in-
dicating the usefulness of the bookstore for a range of women’s studies
scholars. Entries in a customer log from 1979 documented women trav-
eling (sometimes across state lines, a travel pattern surely due in part to
the vibrancy of New York) to Womanbooks looking for women’s studies
resources. These entries highlighted both the lack of institutional support
for women’s studies and the draw of Womanbooks for women’s studies
teachers and students. Leslie Kanes Weisman recorded her New York ad-
dress and wrote, “Researching material that relates to the meaning, use
and design of the American home, in the past, present, and future, based
on roles for �.”13 Through this entry, Weisman, a professor of architec-
ture, reveals how she used Womanbooks as a resource for her scholarship.
Other entries articulated a still-understudied constituency within women’s
studies: the high school women’s studies course. Three high school teach-
ers requested input on developing women’s studies at their schools: one
teacher from Yonkers, New York, wanted to talk with “women teaching in
public high schools about teaching in general & about teaching high school
women’s studies”; a teacher from Connecticut asked for help with her
course, “Women as a Force in American History”; and another outlined
her focus on “18th & early 19th century British women writers.”14 Student
requests for support for a radio show at Dartmouth and an internship
program at Yale documented students seeking a link to feminist activism
through the bookstores, a trend that would reappear in the 1990s.15

The bookwomen saw the bookstores as primers for women’s studies
courses, emphasizing the importance of the bookstores not only for lo-
cating resources but also because of the active organization of knowledge
within women’s studies. According to Batchelder, Womanbooks fulfilled
textbook orders (sometimes a costly practice for bookstores), “particularly
for professors who felt that just coming to Womanbooks was an experience
in itself for students.”16 And Seajay saw feminist bookstores as a central
part of women’s studies: “How could you be in San Francisco and take
a women’s studies class and not go to the women’s bookstore? . . . It
was like breathing; you had to. It was as important as anything you would

13 Womanbooks Customer Log, New York, 1979, Womanbooks Papers, Lesbian Her-
story Archives, Brooklyn, New York (hereafter WP, LHA).

14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16 Batchelder 2003, interview.
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read.”17 Like anthologies and women’s studies courses, feminist bookstore
shelves gathered and organized information, including the texts central
to and produced by women’s studies scholars; in doing so, the shelves
produced a view of the development of women’s studies.18 Originally
published in 1980 and now in its fifth edition, Issues in Feminism: An
Introduction to Women’s Studies begins with editor Sheila Ruth’s assertion
that the collection marks the existence of a study of women: “These
readings, diverse as they are, go together. They have been selected for
their collective power to provide a picture of the pattern of ideas about
women” (Ruth 1990, x–xi). Feminist bookstores, too, drew on this “col-
lective power,” bringing feminist books into one place to establish the
existence and scope of women’s writing. Feminist bookstores also orga-
nized and made the texts accessible by encouraging research in the book-
stores, developing rental libraries, hosting readings of the texts, and pub-
lishing newsletters that provided bibliographies or reviews of new and old
books.19 At Womanbooks, researchers made active use of the space, as
Batchelder remembers: “People would come to do research at Woman-
books, because we didn’t mind if they used the books there. We had a
big table. So they would come and spend days and just use the books
gently on the premises.”20 Reading took place inside Womanbooks, mak-
ing the organization of the bookstore important to the reading process.

The organization of texts in feminist bookstores was particularly im-
portant to women’s studies because of the absence of sufficient references
in academic bibliographies or libraries. While women at Womanbooks
prioritized serving women in need of resources for combating violence
against women or in support of self-determination, they also assisted
women who faced limited resources when researching for their academic
work. London explains: “We were more comfortable with someone asking

17 Seajay 2003, interview.
18 Bonnie Zimmerman writes, “Women’s Studies programs could prove to be the reposi-

tories of feminist knowledge in future periods of repression or complacency” (Zimmerman
2002, 189). Feminist bookstores have also provided perhaps more inclusive archival functions.
During the conservative 1980s in the United States, feminist bookstores increased in number.
As Onosaka notes about this decade, “Women’s bookstores provided not only materials that
were not available elsewhere, but also a safe space for women to gather” (2004, 144).

19 Karen L. Kilcup comes just short of offering up bookstore space as a kind of subversive
anthology: “If we were able to resist or evade the economic pressures of publishers, perhaps
we could envision anthologizing in a comprehensive as well as individual sense, that is, to
consider press series (or even the publishing landscape in individual areas) as another form
of this activity” (2004, 118).

20 Batchelder 2003, interview.
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for books about rape or abortion, and they weren’t researching a paper.
That was their experience. . . . They wanted a connection, where to go
and who to talk to, and who’s in a similar situation. One couldn’t find
that kind of information and support in just any bookstore or a library.”21

Women seeking “a connection” and women seeking academic resources
(sometimes the same women) shared the sense of being outsiders. Arditti
remembers that even academic women couldn’t find the information they
needed “in just any bookstore or a library”: “If you would go to a regular
bookstore and ask about books for women, they would have almost noth-
ing, they wouldn’t pay any attention, or they would look at you like you
were a weird person. And if there was something, it was difficult to find.”22

These feminist bookstores made resources accessible and visible.
Often following Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH), aca-

demic bibliographies on existing materials systematically excluded or ob-
scured women. These bibliographies also structurally excluded women’s
studies because they served both to identify the works deemed central to
a field and to connect researchers with texts; by excluding women subjects
from these processes, the bibliographies kept women’s writing outside the
content constituting a field. While Jane Aikin gives credit to the Library
of Congress for responding to the problem created by patronymic mar-
riage by cross-referencing women authors by each of the names under
which they wrote (Aikin 2006, 190), this cross-referencing was insufficient
for women’s studies researchers because it remained unclear how a re-
searcher could encounter a writer whose name she did not know. Writing
on the ongoing problem of the LCSH, professor of library and information
sciences Hope A. Olson sees the LCSH as maintaining a marginalizing
status quo through practices that include requiring “discrete and iden-
tifiable” terms for subject headings, irregularly applying “literary warrant”
(how many times a subject must appear in literature before it becomes a
subject heading), and “distorting” a subject heading (2000, 57). Re-
quiring “discrete and identifiable” terms is a particular problem for
women’s studies: “Terminology in areas such as women’s studies is es-
pecially problematic because the concepts are typically interdisciplinary,
quickly changing, and unconventional” (Olson 2000, 57). On irregularly
applying literary warrant, Olson points out that the “Library of Congress
has catalogued at least a dozen books” on the topic of “unpaid work,”
but the LCSH “still does not have a heading for it.” Olson suspects this
“lack of recognition is likely a factor of who does most of the unpaid work

21 Karyn London, interviewed by the author, New York, December 11, 2003.
22 Arditti 2004, interview.
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in the world: women” (2000, 58). Finally, the subject heading for fem-
inism is distorted by the references to “narrower terms” or subheadings
that describe the LCSH entry. For example, only three feminisms are
established in LCSH: ecofeminism, lesbian feminism, and bisexual fem-
inism (Olson 2000, 61). According to Olson, “the picture of Feminism
[as a subject heading] that arises from the LCSH heading and its references
is of a dated white, middle-class, liberal movement with a few in-your-
face splinter groups” (2000, 62). Among the missing references are par-
ticular threads of academic study, such as feminist epistemology. Finally,
Olson reminds readers that the visibility of subjects is directly related to
its public power: “This kind of distortion makes it easier to ignore topics
that are outside of the cultural mainstream, just as exclusion makes topics
invisible and marginalization sets them aside” (2000, 62). These con-
tinuing problems with the LCSH provide a basis for understanding how
feminist bookstores made women’s texts and issues visible in carefully
structured public spaces.

Some feminist bibliographies did exist, but lack of institutional support
sometimes made them difficult to locate. The Sense and Sensibility Col-
lective’s 1973 Women and Literature: An Annotated Bibliography of
Women Writers, second edition, appeared in owner Susan Post’s archives
of the Austin, Texas–based Common Woman Bookstore. The bookstore’s
copy of the bibliography was marked “STORE COPY” and “Please read
here.”23 In Austin in 1975, when the Common Woman Bookstore opened
just across the street from the University of Texas, researchers read the
worn bibliography at the feminist bookstore rather than at the university
library. This location for research situated the bookstore itself as a resource
library. In the bibliographies and bookstores, women were free to generate
and organize information in new ways. Elaine Showalter wrote for Signs
in its inaugural year, 1975, the year both Womanbooks and Common
Woman Bookstore opened, “it is still astounding to read the annual PMLA
[Publications of the Modern Language Association] bibliographies and dis-
cover the discrepancies between the critical energies lavished on male writers
of very modest attainments and the underdevelopment of research on scores
of women novelists, dramatists, and poets” (1975, 442). Not until 1982
did the MLA begin to shift its bibliographic format. Deborah Rosenfelt
reported that year, “happily, bibliographers at MLA headquarters are now
engaged in a thoroughgoing revision of taxonomic procedures for the an-
nual bibliographies. They will almost certainly incorporate a subject index

23 Copy of Sense and Sensibility Collective (1973) in the BookWoman (Common Woman
Bookstore) Archives, private collection of Susan Post, Austin, TX.
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with categories for women both as writers and as images in literature” (1982,
27). The collection and organization of texts at feminist bookstores con-
tributed to this reimagining of literature about and by women.24

1980s: Disciplining the new Women’s Studies section

With the success of some changes to canonical academic bibliographies,
the increasing institutionalization of women’s studies in the 1980s created
breaks between academic women’s studies and community activism; out
of these breaks grew new relationships between feminist organizations and
academic feminists. These shifts were visible in the changing organization
of feminist bookstore shelves. The appearance of a Women’s Studies sec-
tion in 1980 and 1984 Womanbooks publications registered a public
feminist recognition of the newly disciplined field. This increasing insti-
tutionalization of women’s studies in the 1980s created new breaks be-
tween academic women’s studies and community activism, and these
breaks required new relationships between feminist organizations and ac-
ademic feminists. Ann Taylor Allen writes that in the 1980s women’s studies
practitioners began to work from within the university, changing the “em-
phasis from outsider to insider strategies” (1996, 153), and Messer-Davidow
reads the danger in such an insider strategy: “feminist studies became a
discipline contained by the academy it had set out to transform” (2002,
86). Feminist bookstore documents, however, record women’s studies as
an uncontained discipline by mapping out the new relationships forged
between academic and community feminism. In addition to individual
scholars seeking resources through the customer log in 1979, newly in-
stitutionalized women’s studies programs also looked to Womanbooks for
resources. For example, the first issue of Womanbooks’ book review pub-
lication, Reading, Writing, and Rhythm, elicited a letter “from a Women’s
Studies Department” announcing, “we are very impressed with this pub-
lication and will be ordering some of the materials.”25 The second issue
of Reading, Writing, and Rhythm printed the letter, emphasizing an im-
mediate readership for the publication. As the letter indicates, the book-

24 In her essay “A Map for Rereading,” Annette Kolodny emphasized the necessary
reading practice of interpreting women’s texts within the context of a collected body of
women’s literature (1985, 59). I suggest that feminist bookstores made her suggestion
palpable and practical, and invited a range of feminist vocabularies, some in contradiction.

25 Womanbooks, Reading, Writing, and Rhythm: Women’s Works in Review (1.2), New
York, 1981, WP, LHA, 2.
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store and its publications were spaces where women’s studies and feminist
publics continued to influence each other.

The appearance of women’s studies sections at Womanbooks identifies
academic influence on feminist bookstore shelves and documents a com-
munity view of the imperfect disciplining of women’s studies. In 1980 a
Womanbooks newsletter first included women’s studies in a section title
(Feminism and Women’s Studies), recognizing the growing institution-
alization of the decade-old field. The section title appeared above the
following list of books: Powers of the Weak, by Elizabeth Janeway; The
Woman Suffrage Movement in Canada, by Catherine Lyle Cleverdon;
Women and the Mathematical Mystique, edited by Lynn H. Fox, Linda
Brody, and Dianne Tobin; Women and Ambition: A Bibliography, by Pa-
tricia Spencer Faunce; Radical Feminism, edited by Anne Koedt, Ellen
Levine, and Anita Rapone; and Dreamers and Dealers, by Leah Fritz.26

This section collected studies of women and society (Janeway), mathe-
matics (Fox, Body, and Tobin), history (Cleverdon), bibliographic ref-
erences (Faunce), and the feminist movement (Fritz; Koedt, Levine, and
Rapone). Significantly, this early section, both in title (Feminism and
Women’s Studies) and in content (by including activist and university-
oriented texts together), connected women’s studies with feminism as a
community-based movement; the bookstore claimed that feminist political
work was connected with academic women’s studies. By 1984, however,
the meaning of women’s studies had changed for Womanbooks. When
Women’s Studies first appeared on its own as a section title, this time in
the Womanbooks Buying Guide (1984) list in the Village Voice Literary
Supplement, the section included only reference and university-oriented
texts: Between Women: Biographers, Novelists, Critics, Teachers and Artists
Write about Their Work on Women; Everywoman’s Guide to Colleges and
Universities ; and Notable American Women (both 1607–1950 and The Mod-
ern Period).27 This shift tracked a changing meaning of women’s studies
to a public of feminist readers, including the women working at Woman-
books; women’s studies signified the university and the work of creating
a discipline. At feminist bookstores, books taught in women’s studies
courses appeared outside of the women’s studies section. That is, the
bookstore itself, as Arditti claims, was women’s studies. The designation
Women’s Studies, then, was significant as a section title marking insti-
tutionalization, while questions about what to put in the section seemed

26 Womanbooks Newsletter, New York, July–August 1980, WP, LHA, 1.
27 Womanbooks, “Womanbooks Buying Guide,” Village Voice Literary Supplement, New

York, September 1984, WP, LHA, 11–14, 12.
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vexing in a bookstore filled with texts by women. Ultimately, the bookstore
refused to discipline its women’s studies and instead used the section
primarily for reference books.

A brief look at two Womanbooks new arrivals book lists from 1980
diagrams how bookstore shelves organized knowledge and resisted aca-
demic disciplinary categories. As other bookstores relegated feminist work
to women’s studies sections, in the feminist bookstores the range of sec-
tions including books by women’s studies scholars and those taught in
women’s studies courses reflected the broad work of the interdisciplinary
field. In addition to books from the conventional women’s studies dis-
ciplines, those disciplines that Messer-Davidow identifies as producing
either a “preponderance” of or at least “some” women’s studies courses,
Womanbooks made visible books from disciplines that Messer-Davidow
identifies as having produced “virtually none” of the early women’s studies
courses (2002, 156); the book lists, therefore, served to make visible fem-
inist work that was rarely seen in the academy. In table 1, I list the range
of traditional disciplines from the “virtually none” list, which includes eco-
nomics, the natural sciences, business, and law (although Messer-Davidow
does not, I include medicine here as well), and I record which books within
these disciplines appeared in the Womanbooks book lists. Unless otherwise
noted, I determine the relationship of the books to their traditional dis-
cipline by the department or field of the author or the courses that used
the book. For each book I quote the Womanbooks book list entry and
include the Womanbooks heading under which each book appears.

Charting the books in table 1 according to academic discipline both re-
cords the work of feminist scholars in traditional fields and indicates the
insufficient scope of these fields to describe feminist projects. The Woman-
books book lists referenced shelf sections—Motherhood, Law and Public
Life, Work and Law, Health and Aging—usable for readers and scholars as
well as generative of interdisciplinary frameworks. Bookstore sections thus
rejected the notion of discrete disciplines in order to attend to the inter-
secting complexities of women’s lives. Law and Public Life, for example,
included books from the academic disciplines and LCSH designations
economics, business, and law. Categorizing Women and the Criminal Jus-
tice System and Mothers at Work in Law and Public Life, rather than simply
under Law or Work, drew on feminist histories of the public and private
by naming Public Life while addressing public spaces where the private
encroaches (e.g., prisons, workplaces for working parents); calling on this
binary inflects the Law of the section title with a historicized attention to
gender. The Dignity of Labour? located in Motherhood, Pregnancy, and
Childbirth, challenged the medicalization of reproduction, and Biology of



Table 1. Traditional disciplines and Womanbooks new arrivals entries and headings

Traditional

Discipline Womanbooks Entry

Womanbooks

Heading

Biology BIOLOGY OF WOMEN, Ethel Sloane, Wiley
15.95 cl.

Health and
Aging

Business BACK TO BUSINESS, Lucia Mouat, NAL
1.95. A woman’s guide to reentering the job
market.

Law and Public
Life

Economics THE ECONOMICS OF SEX DIFFEREN-
TIALS, Cynthia Lloyd and Beth Niemi, Co-
lumbia 16.50 cl. Statistical study showing little
change for women in the labor market.

Work and Law

Economics WOMEN’S WORK, MEN’S WORK, Virginia
Novarra, Boyars 6.95. The ambivalence of
equality.

Law and Public
Life

Geography and
Public Policy

MOTHERS AT WORK, Carolyn Teich Ad-
ams, Kathryn Teich Winston, Longman 9.95.
Public policies in the United States, Sweden
and China.

Law and Public
Life

Law WOMEN IN THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE
SYSTEM, Clarice Feinman, HRW 18.95 cl.
Women offenders and professionals.

Law and Public
Life

Law WOMAN AND THE LAW, Kathleen W. Per-
atis and Eve Cary, NatlTextbook 7.00. Ex-
plores controversies and provides excerpts
from landmark U.S. Supreme Court opinions.

Work and Law

Medicine THE DIGNITY OF LABOR, Ann Cart-
wright, Methuen 22.50 cl. Women’s, mid-
wives’, and obstetricians’ experiences with cur-
rent practices.

Motherhood,
Pregnancy,
and
Childbirth

Medicine WOMEN AND MEDICINE, Beatrice Levin,
Scarecrow 14.50 cl. Women as doctors. Full of
data.

Health and
Aging

Note: Information in this table is taken from the January–February 1980 and July–August
1980 issues of the Womanbooks newsletter, WP, LHA. In the fourth row I include the text
under “economics” because it is listed by the UN Development Fund forWomen(UNIFEM)
on its list of “References on Macroeconomics and Its impact on Women in Egypt and the
Arab Region” (UNIFEM 2004). The designation “cl.” indicates cloth.
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Women appeared under Health and Aging rather than Biology, empha-
sizing the lived implications of science. Section titles sometimes limited
the complexity of texts; for instance, placing Women and Medicine under
Motherhood, Pregnancy, and Childbirth centered women’s medical ex-
periences around reproduction, problematically redefining medicine. In
response to such challenges, the bookwomen changed their section titles
(even during 1980, from Law and Public Life to Work and Law) in ways
that discipline titles do not change and with more fluidity than library
classification systems change.

These dynamic section titles generated interdisciplinary reading prac-
tices, possibly modifying the disciplines themselves, and this redefinition
through reorganization is the most exciting possibility that feminist book-
stores offer for women’s studies. For Sally L. Kitch, interdisciplinarity must
alter disciplines through their interaction (2003, 436). Following Kitch’s
formulation, changes in section titles generated interdisciplinarity as dis-
cussions about new section titles made connections between, and varia-
tions on, disciplines. Categorizing such labeling as theoretical practice that
can influence our methods for other work, Margaret D. Stetz identifies
interdisciplinarity as taking place when “we write interpretative labels for
objects” and the methods we use for writing articles “are reshaped by
being adapted to a new context” (2005, 211). Womanbooks practiced
interdisciplinarity by combining disciplines in section titles and drawing
on feminist language to refine those section titles (as with Law and Public
Life) to create frameworks for reading that taught community members
to trace connections between apparently separate sections such as law and
work and motherhood. Bruckman and others at New Words also created
sections as a teaching tool: building a new section “put a new face on the
life of our community and made available resources that hadn’t been seen
together. There was something inherently exciting about putting books
together in collections.”28 Thus, the physical organization of books in the
bookstore and in bookstore publications created a public practice of in-
terdisciplinarity available to women’s studies outside the politics of the
academy.

1990s: Responding to conservatism and corporate monopolies

In the early 1990s both feminist bookstores and women’s studies faced
institutional threats. The number of U.S. feminist bookstores was at its
height, with more than one hundred bookstores in this period; however,

28 Gilda Bruckman, interviewed by the author, Cambridge, MA, July 23, 2003.
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the book industry posed unprecedented threats to the bookstores’ sur-
vival. Between 1994 and 1999, the American Booksellers Association
(ABA) took legal action that, along with the resulting settlements (vali-
dating the ABA’s charges), outlined three central threats to independent
bookstores in general and to feminist bookstores in particular in the 1990s.
The ABA filed three suits. One, from 1994 to 1996, was against five trade
publishers for paying only chain bookstores to promote their books and
thus supporting the rise of chain bookstores. In 1993, for example, Barnes
& Noble received $11 million from publishers, more than the bookstore’s
profits (Seajay 1994a, 24). Another, from 1998 to 2001, against Barnes
& Noble and Borders for consolidating the bookselling market, argued
that, using the leverage of their large orders to require preferential terms
from publishers, these two booksellers cornered the book market and
changed publishers’ pricing for independents by requiring deep discounts
in order to sell low. The ABA held that the resulting closures of inde-
pendent bookstores, as well as the chains’ increasing influence on what
gets published, endangers “the diversity of book retailing in this country”
(quoted in Seajay 1998, 9). And the third, from 1999 to 2000, against
Amazon.com (founded in 1994), was for trademark infringement against
the feminist bookstore Amazon, which had been open in Minneapolis
since 1970 (Seajay 2000, 17).

These dangerous business practices mirrored the changing political and
academic climate. In a 1995 report for the Ford Foundation, Beverly
Guy-Sheftall and Susan Heath refer to the then-recent “well-organized
assault by neoconservatives and the New Right on feminism, the women’s
movement, and changes in the academy brought about by women’s stud-
ies” (Guy-Sheftall and Heath 1995, 25).29 In the face of such resistance,
some women’s studies programs could not achieve stability (Shircliffe
2000). After the institutionalization of women’s studies in the 1980s, the
1990s presented roadblocks, and feminist bookstores in some places pro-
vided space for reimagining the women’s studies project in conversation
with community feminisms.

The role of feminist bookstores for women’s studies shifted in the 1990s
as women’s studies scholars no longer needed community spaces for lo-
cating information or texts, as they had in the 1970s or 1980s. Forums
like the Women’s Studies Listserv (WMST-L), new in 1992, created spaces
for information sharing, and the new positions of women’s studies li-

29 With the discussion above of feminist bookstores’ necessary redefinition of inadequate
bibliographic indexing, it is interesting to note that the Ford Foundation indexes this study
under the subjects “Education and Scholarship” and “Human Rights.”
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brarians identified shifting academic bibliographic resources. In fact, in
1992, Jacquelyn Marie, women’s studies librarian at the University of
California, Santa Cruz, notified Seajay, editor of the Feminist Bookstore
News, of the new WMST-L (Seajay 1992, 41). That Marie shared this
information with Seajay documents a change in the direction of women’s
studies focus from academic to collaborative community spaces. While
feminist bookstores had supported women’s studies scholars in locating
resources and finding a place in the academy, in the 1990s women’s studies
scholars began to take part in feminist bookstore projects from inside the
academy, generating models for bringing out a public women’s studies
project.

The ongoing involvement between feminist bookstores and academic
women’s studies suggests that the public, text-based bookstores served a
unique purpose for the discipline, creating a women’s studies space in
the community. A look at feminist bookstore structures as collaborative
women’s studies and community projects in Portland and Cambridge maps
out how the feminist bookstore model allowed for innovative women’s
studies education in the 1990s. By affirming continuing feminist bookstore
work and women’s studies work outside the academy, these two cases
complicate narratives of the feminist bookstore crisis and the institution-
alization and isolation of women’s studies. In the 1990s, the feminist
bookstores In Other Words, in Portland, and New Words, in Cambridge,
created separate collaborations between feminist academics and com-
munity members in order to document and use feminist bookstore history
as well as to make women’s studies education available through the book-
store to surrounding communities. Ultimately, these cases demonstrate
how feminist bookstores as literary public spheres can still function as
productive sites for contemporary women’s studies projects.

In 1990 A Woman’s Place closed, leaving Portland without a feminist
bookstore. A new feminist bookstore opened in Portland in 1993, this
time as a partnership between academic- and community-based feminist
activists. After her graduation from Portland State University in 1993,
Catherine Tetrick joined with her former professor, Johanna Brenner, then
a women’s studies professor and later chair of the women’s studies pro-
gram, to start the bookstore In Other Words. Catherine Sameh, the third
founding partner, had known both Tetrick and Brenner since the late
1980s, when they had worked together on reproductive rights advocacy,
marking the mutual permeability of academic and community feminisms.
The common backgrounds of the founding partners rooted the feminist
bookstore in the academy and the community; that such a partnership took
place in the 1990s indicated the possibility that feminist bookstores could
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help women’s studies to effectively and structurally reconnect with com-
munity activism. Academic and community alliances, always central to Port-
land State University, have been at the forefront of Portland feminism.

According to the mission statement generated by In Other Words and
its parent nonprofit, the bookstore would use “education to improve and
enhance the lives of women by”:

Presenting positive images of women
Highlighting the historical and contemporary accomplishments
of women in all spheres of social and cultural life

Providing a forum for dialogue and debate
Providing opportunities to increase awareness and understanding
of the diverse experiences of women

Showcasing new scholarship by and about women for communi-
ties that don’t have easy access to this information.30

This statement mandated that the bookstore function as a community
women’s studies program. Brenner explains how this works: “What we
put in our mission statement, being a place for dialogue and discussion
for the things that feminists are trying to figure out—complex questions—
unless you’re on campus, you don’t really have a place where you can
engage in those kinds of discussions, or hear speakers, or have a panel.”31

Showcasing feminist literature and authors and using events to develop
feminist literacy among the bookstore’s readers, In Other Words used the
feminist bookstore structure both to support women’s literature and to
develop a mutual exchange between community and academic projects.

In 1998 members of the first PSU women’s studies capstone course
conducted an oral history of In Other Words (Gilbert and Sameh 2002,
188). Producing the oral history as a book, Pages Turning, students trans-
lated the bookstore into a text for PSU’s Women’s Studies Program; this
development resonated with Seajay’s comment that feminist bookstores
were “as important as anything you would read.”32 According to Melissa
Kesler Gilbert, the oral history located the bookstore as a living site of
activism for her students’ reference: “The collection highlighted the im-

30 In Other Words, “Mission Statement,” Otherwise: News from In Other Words Women’s
Books and Resources, newsletter, holiday 2002, In Other Words Papers, In Other Words,
Portland, OR.

31 Johanna Brenner, telephone interview with the author, February 25, 2004.
32 Seajay 2003, interview. At the time of this publication, there is no accessible copy of

Pages Turning available. The disappearance of this text indicates the continuing fragility of
our histories.
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portance of creating a ‘family of women’ at the bookstore, the commit-
ment to diversity, and the making of feminist intellectual space” (Gilbert
and Sameh 2002, 191). For Gilbert, the bookstore’s multifaceted com-
bination of a literary and feminist project made Pages Turning a useful
text for her subsequent capstone courses at PSU: “Each term my students
grasp onto the history of the bookstore as a place to ground themselves.
. . . It also helps them to recognize how effective an individual woman
can be in making a difference as well as the power of a feminist collective,
of women working together” (2002, 191). Descriptions of the bookstore
as a “family of women” and “a place [for students] to ground themselves”
claim the bookstore as a functioning public sphere accessible to and useful
for students. The features of the bookstore that Gilbert highlights also
indicate places of connection to academic women’s studies. Defining the
bookstore as making “feminist intellectual space” separates it from other
grassroots feminist community organizations (domestic violence shelters,
women’s legal funds, etc.): the community work of the bookstore connects
a feminist literature shared by academic women’s studies with a larger
community-based feminism through events and public space.

Seeing the space as a result of women’s studies in the community,
professors identified the bookstore as a place where scholars and students
could articulate the work of feminist scholarship outside the academy.
Portland State professors have frequently asked manager Sue Burns and
others at In Other Words to come to their classes and talk about running
a feminist bookstore as possible future work for students: “Women’s stud-
ies professors want to show their students what happens to women’s
studies when you’re not in an academic environment . . . so they invite
people involved with the bookstore . . . to talk to their students.”33

Courses working directly with In Other Words thus use the bookstore as
a viable feminist literary space and activist center. While a history of
women’s studies resources in feminist bookstores built the foundation for
this newly structured collaboration, the In Other Words–PSU project
models the academic recovery of feminist activist history simultaneously
with the changing structures of feminist bookstores and women’s studies
in order to serve contemporary women’s studies needs.

The last year of the 1990s saw a challenge from New Words, in Cam-
bridge, to feminist bookstores to develop new strategies. While the drastic
drop in feminist bookstore numbers in the late 1990s meant that the
count of those in the United States was reduced to the teens, at the end
of the century the Cambridge bookstore began a reevaluation of feminist

33 Sue Burns, interviewed by the author, Portland, OR, July 14, 2003.
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bookstores’ role in public life. In 1999, New Words added New Words
Live, a nonprofit arm “dedicated to presenting diverse women authors
and writing from the many realities and possibilities of women’s lives.”34

Later that year, with former New Words collective members and feminist
professors Kate Rushin, Joni Seager, and Rita Arditti on the board, New
Words Live received a Ford Foundation grant to study the role of feminist
bookstores in the community. Based on the Ford Foundation’s early sup-
port of women’s studies programs (Chamberlain 2000, 362), its funding
of the New Words Live study positioned the project within a long history
of feminist community and academic collaborations, now with a focus on
the bookstore rather than academic sites. The funding also validated the
ongoing work of feminist bookstores, and the resulting format of the
Cambridge bookstore redesigned the feminist literary public sphere.

The new century: Feminist bookstore lessons for women’s studies

futures

The year 2000 began with a flurry of public education about the con-
tinuing relevance of feminist literacies from the newly formed Center for
New Words (CNW). Using focus groups and consultants, New Words
developed a revised form for the cultural and political function of a feminist
bookstore—what New Words cofounder and Center for New Words col-
lective member Bruckman calls “making the turn . . . moving out of the
classic bookstore event, which is an author-focused event, to events that
will really reach into other corners of the community.”35 New Words closed
its bookstore in 2002 to become the Center for New Words, a fully
nonprofit organization for literary and literacy projects taking place at the
center and in spaces around the city. Complete with an active board of
publishers, booksellers, professors, and other community members, as well
as a substantial Web presence, CNW has returned to the mission of the
information center incorporate. Feminist geographer Seager, back at work
with the bookstore as part of the board, sketches the purpose of CNW:
“We really see our mission as engaging women and girls with the entire
word cycle, from literacy, through reading, through writing, publishing,
having a voice in civil society.”36 That the academic and community ac-
tivists involved with CNW seek to carry out such work through a revised

34 New Words Live, “Reading Series,” flyer, fall 1999, New Words Records, 2002-M173,
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.

35 Bruckman 2003, interview.
36 Joni Seager, telephone interview with the author, April 28, 2004.
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feminist bookstore framework emphasizes the continuing use of public
feminist organizations like feminist bookstores in the work of women’s
studies, which was taking place not only inside the university. For example,
CNW works to involve readers with texts and to teach readers to read
women’s texts. In 2004, at the first of CNW’s now annual Women, Action,
and the Media (WAM!) conferences, CNW brought in Katha Pollit, Amy
Goodman, and others for what Seager describes as a “symposium on
women’s voices in the media, and how women get there, and how women
don’t get there,” connecting researchers and activists and educating read-
ers of media.37 Guided by program director Jaclyn Friedman and a strong
group of staff, board, and advisory committee members, CNW also co-
ordinates a series of free monthly events: on their public television show
CNW talks with women writers; New Voices is their open mic for women;
in a partnership with community group On the Rise, CNW connects
homeless and formerly homeless women in a writing group and hosts a
blog for their writing; the feminism and dessert series takes up discussions
about feminist issues; and a book group carries on readings of women-
authored texts. Combining the conference and these events with author
readings in Cambridge that are streamed on their Web site, CNW offers
a range of ways to interact with women’s writing, generating a public
sphere that also prepares women to speak out in the broader public.

While New Words closed its bookstore and began a new feminist literacy
project rooted in feminist bookstore history, the new century saw In Other
Words’ evolving bookstore-based women’s studies advocacy for the new
era. Although women’s studies teachers’ use of mimeographs has changed,
In Other Words still practices distribution of texts used in courses, sup-
porting women writers individually as well as validating a new genre, the
zine, through distribution. Johanna Brenner sees feminist bookstores his-
torically as spaces through which feminist authors have reached recog-
nition: they “created a space where people like Dorothy Allison could get
read, because some of her stuff gets distributed. Bastard Out of Carolina
got on the bestseller list, but a lot of her essays and stuff haven’t. It’s
where people find out about them.”38 Sue Burns, who started as manager
of In Other Words in 2002, reports that women writers see the bookstore
as a place for publishing resources: “We have a list of publishers, especially
women publishers, because a lot of women seek us out [and say], ‘I’m
writing and I’m looking for a publisher.’”39 Supporting these writers nour-

37 Ibid.
38 Brenner 2004, interview.
39 Burns, interview with the author, Portland, OR, June 30, 2005.
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ishes a women’s literature and builds material resources for academic
women’s studies. In addition, the bookstore has supported other new
writers by providing a forum for feminist zine authors, which has helped
to generate a literature now part of academic women’s studies. Burns
traces this development: “Whereas zine writing was a response to a cor-
porate takeover of publishing, it is now part of our academic study, and
in Portland, that’s in part due to the discussion that we’ve had at In Other
Words.”40 Portland, a center for the zine scene, again influences its com-
munity and academic feminist cultures.

Today In Other Words provides a central site through which PSU
women’s studies works with the community. The bookstore’s new location
has also provided for students and the community a model of a social
justice organization consciously involved in shaping space in a segregated
city. Racist housing laws historically segregated black Portlanders to the
outskirts of the city, known as the Albina district. In Other Words has
moved into the Albina area to better serve a diverse community and, the
women of the board and the bookstore hope, to resist threats of gentri-
fication. At the time of the move, the staff and board of the bookstore
were all white women, an unusual moment for a bookstore that assembled
a diverse community advisory board to start and stock the bookstore in
1993. Because of this white identity, the move to Albina will sharply raise
issues of hiring and serving women of color. Through discussions about
the new space and in the work of the move, the bookstore’s site and its
resources continue to serve as a text for changing women’s studies courses.
This is clear from the GirlPower capstone course at PSU, in which the
space of the bookstore is a text for the course.

The GirlPower capstone is an example of women’s studies work across
the university. It is a University Studies Capstone, an interdisciplinary
course intended to help students make the transition from the university
to the postuniversity world; the GirlPower version of the capstone course
was developed and proposed by Gilbert in connection with the Women’s
Studies Program. Sally Eck, a Women’s Studies Program faculty member,
currently teaches the course, which is cross-listed as a Women’s Studies
course. GirlPower students pair up with community organizations to de-
velop and run focus groups with teenage girls throughout Portland; each
of the groups creates a zine using the girls’ words and interests. In order
to prepare students to interact with teen girls, Gilbert and Eck developed
a scavenger hunt that identifies the resources In Other Words provides
for this project: “Find 4 book titles (each from a different section) that

40 Ibid.
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might appeal to a teen girl,” “Go to the ’Zine section and find 2 titles
that might appeal to teen girls,” and “Find the RESOURCE/INFOR-
MATION BOARD in the bookstore. . . . Find 3 resources or information
of interest to teen girls from the info board.”41 These scavenger hunt
prompts define In Other Words as a literary space particularly suited both
to serving teen girls and to hosting students’ outreach to that population.
A brochure for the class explains, “We hope to raise teen women’s aware-
ness of the importance of sharing their ideas with others and accessing
local resources and activities for women in our city.”42 In Other Words
teaches university students literacy in community resources and literature
publicly available to teenage girls, and the bookstore is a place where
teenage girls themselves can access “local resources and activities for
women” and learn about and share zines. The zine section carries zines
from around the nation and, now, zines from the GirlPower capstone,
making teenage girls’ words visible both to themselves and to others in
the community.

This history of bookstores in relation to academic women’s studies
gestures toward the work of an entire movement of feminist bookstores,
including 124 U.S. feminist bookstores in 1994. Although today there
are fewer than twenty, the movement continues: the newest feminist book-
store, Broad Vocabulary, opened in Milwaukee in 2005. By acknowledging
and learning to read the oral histories and ephemera that record feminist
bookstore history, we access a history of women’s studies’ relationship
with public feminist activism. In the 1970s feminist bookstores helped to
support, collect, and organize vital texts for women’s studies; in the 1980s
the institutionalization of women’s studies changed the bookstores’ orga-
nization of texts, and feminist bookstores provided resources to women’s
studies programs as well as individuals; and in the 1990s and 2000s, col-
laboratively revised feminist bookstore formats modeled a public practice
for women’s studies. In our current decade feminist bookstores continue
to close even while these revised feminist bookstore projects continue to
evolve. Feminist bookstores across the nation have undertaken public
education initiatives, including feminist literacy projects such as the one
created by Mev Miller, cofounder of the Amazon feminist bookstore in
Minneapolis, and the teenage girls writing project at Charis Circle, the
nonprofit arm of Charis Books and More, in Atlanta (Bryant 2005). The

41 Melissa Kesler Gilbert and Sally Eck, “In Other Words Bookstore Scavenger Hunt,”
GirlPower Capstone course materials, Portland State University, summer 2005.

42 Melissa Kesler Gilbert and Sally Eck, “GirlPower: Portland State University Women’s
Studies Program GirlPower Capstone,” course materials, Portland State University.
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history I have traced here—from feminist bookstores as collaborators on
the women’s studies project, through feminist bookstores as outside pro-
viders to women’s studies, and finally to separate and sometimes connecting
feminist bookstore and women’s studies public education projects—offers
an overview of how feminist bookstores have provided important structures
for women’s studies’ public face. Future work can be done to explore other
moments and regions within this history, in particular the contributions
of the dialogue within the bookstores to feminist antiracist discourse, and
to look at transnational women’s studies and feminist bookstore relation-
ships. For example, Urvashi Butalia and Ritu Menon’s review of the trans-
national feminist press movement and its connection with women’s studies
projects refers briefly to feminist bookstores and indicates that an expanded
review of the bookstores would be useful (Butalia and Menon 1995). The
analytical history provided here lays the foundation for future work by
bringing feminist bookstores explicitly into women’s studies literature to
read women’s studies history and practice in the bookstores’ public spaces
and archives.

English Department and Women’s and Gender Studies Program
Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge
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