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ABSTRACT 

 

A History of the Center for the Study of Women and Society: 

 

1975 – 2015 

 

By: 

 

Clarisa González 

 

Advisor: Professor Dána-Ain Davis 

 

 

In the early 1970s, New York City was experiencing an extreme fiscal crisis, with a reported 

debt of at least $600 million.  In CUNY, students were protesting admissions policies that 

favored the white middle class and hikes in tuition.  At the same time, the women’s movement 

was in the midst of the “second wave,” focusing on women in the workplace and in education.  

It’s in the midst of these tumultuous times that the first motions to create what was then called 

the Center for the Study of Women and Sex Roles began in 1975 by Graduate Center faculty 

Joan Kelly, Gerda Lerner, Cynthia Epstein, Judith Lorber, and Gaye Tuchman.  It officially 

opened in 1977 to advance interdisciplinary feminist scholarship through conferences, a speaker 

series, and individual faculty and student research projects.  This thesis provides the history of 

the Center for the Study of Women and Society through the analysis of 68 archival documents 

that include correspondence, newsletters, grant proposals, internal and external reviews and 

studies, meeting agendas, and much more.  It positions the Center’s history within the history of 

New York City, CUNY, and the women’s movement, to better understand how the Center was 

affected by the larger society it was located in as well as the ways in which it was particularly 

innovative.   

 

Keywords: Center for the Study of Women and Society, women’s studies, academic center,  

                    archive, CUNY 
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Introduction  

The first time I walked into the Center for the Study Women and Society, I was taken 

aback by what I saw - in an excellent way.  I had just decided to go back to school after two 

years of working in a highly sexist, homophobic, and generally stifling environment, but the 

Center was the complete opposite.  Along the entire length of the right side of the room was floor 

to ceiling bookshelves containing an incredible amount of literature.  In the back, I could see 

some office spaces, but in the middle, there was a diverse group of about twenty women talking 

about many different, interesting topics, including domestic violence, ethics, and even Cartoon 

Network's animated series Steven Universe, which had just aired the first-ever lesbian wedding 

in children’s television.  I immediately knew that this was the environment I needed to be in for 

my graduate education.  

The more time I spent at the Center, the more I became interested in its origin.  It all 

seemed so intuitive: a Center dedicated to "interdisciplinary feminist scholarship" through the 

"intersectional study of gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, class, and nation in societies around the 

world" in the middle of New York City as part of the most extensive urban university system in 

the United States (The Center for the Study of Women and Society).  How could it not exist?!  

However, it was also clear to me that such a program must have required much work, and its 

administrators must have overcome significant obstacles to get it where it was at that point.  

Luckily, the Center had an extensive unexplored archive waiting.  This thesis provides the 

history of the Center for the Study of Women and Society through the analysis of sixty-eight 

archival documents, now available on the CUNY Digital History Archive, that include 

correspondence, newsletters, grant proposals, internal and external reviews and studies, meeting 

agendas, and much more.    

https://cdha.cuny.edu/collections/show/342
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In order to better understand the logistics of the creation of such a unique center, it was 

essential to understand what was happening in New York City, at the City University of New 

York (CUNY), and in the women's movement at the time.  

The 1970s were, for many, a period marked by a boom in creativity, especially in art and 

music.  In an interview with The Guardian in 2017, Nicky Siano, the DJ from the notorious 

Studio 54, states that "The 1970s club scene was special because it was the first time [ordinary] 

people were doing things like that. In the 60s, it was only open to the high class and the rich, like 

authors up on the Upper East Side" (Coldwell). DJs like Siano worked not only to provide good 

music to their patrons but to provide an "atmosphere" as well.  Siano comments on the DJ’s 

ability to control “the sound, the light, the air conditioning” and how this all contributed to the 

atmosphere that people craved at the new clubs.  

Similarly, art became more accessible to the masses.  In an interview about SoHo in the 

1970s, artist Victor Atkins describes downtown New York City “a miraculous place to be.  You 

could get a massive loft for like 200 bucks a month” (SoHo, New York City in the 70s).  As he 

describes, this was possible because there were many empty warehouses in the area and many 

artists developed a situation where they could rent a space of about 2,700 square feet for work 

and just live there as well.  As a result, an art community formed, where artists could create, 

exhibit their work, and converse with other artists daily.  The constant conversation created an 

atmosphere of innovation, creativity, and, eventually, a boom in art pieces.  As with the dance 

scene, art exhibits and galleries became available for the typical New Yorker, boosting the city's 

cultural life.  

New York City was also experiencing many changes on the economic front.  Michael 

Spear writes that   







  

15 
 

public education.  Again, the committee reiterated that the Institute would not develop any new 

degree programs.  

 

The Center’s Newsletters: An Avenue of National/International Communication 

In a 2015 article for Feminist Theory titled "Newsletter networks in the feminist history 

and archives movement," Cait McKinney describes feminist newsletters as a primary networking 

tool amongst feminist activists and academics both locally and globally.  In the 1960s and 1970s, 

the various feminist groups and centers that emerged were generally locally focused.  The 

circulation of emerging ideas was commonly dependent on word of mouth and paper mail, 

making it difficult to share ideas with strangers.  McKinney writes, "In the early 1970s, 

newsletters animated the idea that the Women's Liberation movement could be a unified, 

national and international undertaking" (McKinney 315).  Newsletters became a standard 

practice that allowed the flow and interchange of ideas, events, information, and resources 

amongst various feminist groups.  In fact, the newsletters allowed the different groups and 

centers to communicate about "publishing requests for information and resources, updates on the 

activities of others, surveys, phone-trees, listings of archival holdings and primary source 

materials at community and institutional archives, mailing lists, and bibliographies" (310).  This 

allowed the groups to support each other further and cement the work occurring in women's 

studies. 

Within its first four years, the Institute became a more established entity within CUNY.  

Its name changed to the Center for the Study of Women and Sex Roles, and an increasing 

number of faculty and students used it as a resource.  Like many other feminist resource spaces, 

the Center realized that it needed a more efficient way to communicate with its members, 
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prompting the creation of the Center's Newsletter, which is still published today.  The first issue 

of the Newsletter was published in October 1979 and served as a resource for others who wanted 

to know what was occurring within the Center and the kinds of scholarship its faculty and 

students were engaged in (see Figure 2) (“The Center for the Study of Women and Sex Roles 

Newsletter: Vol. 1, No. 1”).  Since outside sources still funded the Center, the first 

Newsletter makes sure to thank Mariam Chamberlain and the Ford Foundation for the funding 

which made it possible.  

The first issue of the Newsletter identifies three main sections all future issues should 

contain.  These are the “Work in Progress” section, which would describe faculty and 

student current scholarship; “Notes and Announcements,” which would give information 

regarding conferences, lectures, and related activities; and a calendar of events, which would 

give information in respects to events and meetings taking place in the Center (“The Center for 

the Study of Women and Sex Roles Newsletter: Vol. 1, No. 1”).  In this particular issue, the 

"Work in Progress" section contains information on 21 different research projects that were 

underway, including some from research associates, the Center's Steering Committee, the co-

directors, a visiting scholar, and a faculty associate.  These research projects all involved women 

and women-related issues in literature, anthropology, psychology, sociology, criminal justice, 

religion, history, economics, and international studies, among others, evidence of the wide range 

of support the Center was offering the CUNY community.  This outreach continued as Center-

sponsored study groups and seminars designed to help its associated scholars develop and 

understand the language they needed to research and write about women and women's issues.  

Along with the information provided about events and opportunities available at other CUNY 

campuses, the Newsletter gave concrete examples of how the Center was attempting to 
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accomplish its goals of supporting and unifying CUNY faculty and students interested in women 

studies.  

 

Figure 2 

By the second issue of the Newsletter, published just one month later in November 1979, 

one can see how the Center’s members were thinking about women’s issues on a much larger 

scale.  In a section titled “Toward an International Network,” the Center’s research associate, 

Paula Webster, suggests that the Center had “the potential to become a major resource for a 

national and international community of women scholars” (Center for the Study of Women and 

Society, “The Center for the Study of Women and Sex Roles Newsletter: Vol. I, No. 2”).  More 

specifically, Webster envisioned a space where the women at CUNY and surrounding areas from 
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all over the world could discuss their work and perspectives in their own languages and teach 

others about these different viewpoints.  The Newsletter gives examples of local collaborations 

that provided scholarship on women's issues and worked to solve some injustices.  These 

included a joint effort with teachers from John Dewey High School to revise curricula to include 

material by women and from a feminist perspective, and support for a coalition working to assist 

university women that were suing CUNY for sex discrimination.  Perhaps this level of support 

inspired Webster to suggest a more national and international outreach from the Center.  

This kind of progressive, feminist thinking was apparent in the Center’s reactions 

to other kinds of collaborative work, such as “The Second Sex – Thirty Years Later: A 

Commemorative Conference on Feminist Theory” conference at New York University (NYU) 

on September 27 to 29, 1979, which had about seven hundred participants.  In the December 

1979 Newsletter, the Center provides a space for the conference’s participants to discuss the 

issues that came up for them at the event (Center for the Study of Women and Society, “The 

Center for the Study of Women and Sex Roles Newsletter: Vol. 1, No. 3”).  The three responses 

came from center members Dorothy O. Helly from CUNY Hunter College and Paula Webster, a 

research associate at the Graduate Center, and Mariagrazie Rossilli, from Rome, Italy.  While 

these three women had different backgrounds, life experiences, and perspectives, their pieces 

reveal similar takeaways from the conference.  These can best be summarized as a need to revise 

which feminist perspectives are currently represented as the official ones, the need to listen to 

different feminist perspectives, and a severe need to include Black, lesbian, and activist feminists 

in academic conversations.  
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This availability of the Center to provide a space for alternate conversations about 

feminism was both necessary and unusual at the time.  In an article by Susan Archer Mann and 

Douglas J Huffman, the authors write about the second wave  

[W]omen of color and ethnicity had been notable activists and writers throughout 

both the first and second waves… they were the first to provide an extensive 

critique of second wave feminism from within the feminist movement…  

Audre Lorde captures the essence of this critique in the following quote:  

By and large within the women's movement today, white women focus upon their 

oppression as women and ignore differences of race, sexual preference, class, and 

age. There is a pretense to a homogeneity of experience covered by the word 

sisterhood that does not in fact exist. (Mann & Huffman 59) 

In other words, in an effort to center the problems of the "modern woman," the women who were 

often regarded as the faces of the second wave of feminism failed to recognize the multiple 

struggles that non-white, non-cis-gendered, non-heterosexual women faced daily.  As such, the 

contributions of Black and queer women were not included in the majority of conversations 

about feminism and feminist theory.  The Center saw this disparity and wanted to provide a safe 

space where conversations about it could occur in a way that would result in change, at least 

within CUNY.   

Today, we would describe these conversations as early forms of intersectionality.  

Kimberlé W. Crenshaw coined this term in 1989 to discuss the crossroads of various identities 

and how these interact to create the social reality of a person.  In an interview with the National 

Association of Independent Schools, Crenshaw describes intersectionality as   
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a metaphor for understanding the ways that multiple forms of inequality or 

disadvantage sometimes compound themselves.  And they create obstacles that 

often are not understood within conventional ways of thinking about antiracism or 

feminism or whatever social justice advocacy structures we have. (NAISDC) 

This Newsletter from ten years prior is proof that these kinds of conversations had been 

occurring for an extended period of time before academia had more specific terms for it; all three 

women that wrote their reactions to the "Second Sex Conference" gravitated toward the need to 

discuss feminism through a mélange of identities.  Furthermore, the Newsletter demonstrates that 

these conversations were occurring organically since the prompt did not bait the writers into 

expressing their opinions on inclusivity, nor did the conference aim to inspire these 

conversations.    

Not surprisingly, by this third issue of the Newsletter, there is concrete evidence of the 

Center’s growth and reach.  In just three months, the mailing list had grown by 25%, a number 

that included members both in and out of CUNY.  As a result, the Center was forced to ask for a 

monetary contribution from those who received the Newsletter outside of CUNY buildings 

(Center for the Study of Women and Society, “The Center for the Study of Women and Sex 

Roles Newsletter: Vol. 1, No. 3”).   

By the spring semester of 1980, the Center offered many different forms of support to its 

members.  The fifth issue of the Newsletter, which was published in February 1980, provided 

information on activities sponsored by the Center, which included lectures, conversation hours, 

lunches, a research associates program, seminars and study groups, committees, lecture series, 

and conferences (“The Center for the Study of Women and Sex Roles: Newsletter VOL.1, NO. 

5”).  These activities were not limited to CUNY, as seen in a consulting project the Center's 
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director, Susan Saegert, had with HAUS International regarding women’s needs in private and 

public housing in Denver, Colorado.  

The April 1980 issue of the Newsletter debuted a new header with a slightly more 

stylized design (see Figure 3) (“The Center for the Study of Women and Sex Roles: Newsletter 

VOL. 1, NO. 7”).  This header was used until the December 1981 issue, displaying the name 

"The Center for the Study of Women and Sex Roles."  However, by the March-April 1982 issue 

of the Newsletter, the name The Center for the Study of Women and Society was displayed as 

the Center's official name (see Figure 4) (“Center for the Study of Women and Society: 

Newsletter Volume III, No. 4”).  This issue began with a report on the International 

Interdisciplinary Congress on Women, which met in Haifa, Israel at the end of 1981, to discuss 

research on women in the "family, health, work, politics, education, violence, religion, art, and 

economic development."  A central aim of this congress was to provide a space for feminist 

researchers to share their work on an international stage and inspire Israeli researchers to engage 

in work with Israeli women.  While the Center did not create this international meeting as 

Webster had envisioned in 1979, it was one of the sponsors, and some of its members were able 

to participate as part of the 600 women group from 35 countries.  Its participants reported that 

"these networks will outlive the event itself, and will lead to richer exploration of their areas 

of scholarly interest.”  
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Figure 3 

 

 

 

Figure 4 
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In November 1982, the Newsletter showed evidence of community involvement through 

its report on New York City’s Commission on the Status of Women.  This Commission, which 

was confirmed in 1975, was meant to “study and provide data on discrimination against women 

and to make recommendations to the Mayor for legislative and executive action to ensure equal 

opportunity” and focused on education and politics (“Center for the Study of Women and 

Society: Newsletter Volume IV, No. 2”).  In an interesting intersection of both, in 1980, the 

Commission was able to have the Board of Education acknowledge March as Women’s History 

Month and encourage all schools in New York City – including colleges – to observe the month 

with relevant activities, events, and programs.  This was quite the achievement considering that, 

at the time, the United States as a whole had just begun celebrating National Women’s History 

Week, and the month would not be federally acknowledged as Women’s History Month until 

1987 (Matthias).   The Commission worked with many women’s organizations, including the 

Center and universities in NYC, but it aimed to increase its political activity through lobbies, 

coalitions, and legal measures.  Different members of the Center, such as historian Gerda 

Lerner, were involved with the Commission and the different events it sponsored.  

The joint January – February 1983 issue of the Newsletter began with a report on the 

CUNY Feminist Network Conference, which was sponsored by the Center and the Graduate 

Center’s Feminist Student Organization.  This conference was a congregation of 150 feminist 

students and faculty, and occurred at the CUNY Graduate Center on November 12, 1982, to 

create a unified space for feminists throughout the various CUNY campuses (“Center for the 

Study of Women and Society: Newsletter Volume IV, No.3”).  As was the case with the “Second 

Sex Conference” in 1979, one of the unintentional topics that arose was the issue of 

representation.  The Newsletter reports that Terry Haywoode, a sociology doctoral student, 
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commented on the "absence of women on color" and pressed the conference's coordinators to 

actively invite women of color to participate in feminist collaborative efforts.   

There were some immediate outcomes of the first CUNY Feminist Network Conference, 

namely the creation of five committees aimed to bring awareness to different areas of focus 

discussed at the first meeting.  These included creating non-sexist curricula for CUNY, 

consciousness-raising, childcare, a directory of feminist faculty and students, and outreach 

(“Center for the Study of Women and Society: Newsletter Volume IV, No.3”).  These 

committees would eventually become key projects sponsored by the Center and create 

opportunities for feminists within CUNY to engage in interdisciplinary, collaborative efforts.    

By the March-April 1983 issue, the Newsletter gave an idea of how the committees of the 

CUNY Feminist Network would begin to bring about change.  In this issue, the Center invites its 

members to attend “An Evening of Women’s History Works-in-Progress” (“Center for the Study 

of Women and Society Newsletter: Volume IV, No. 4”).  This event, co-sponsored by the 

Graduate Center History Program and the Center's Program on Sociology and Economics of 

Women and Work, featured four feminist speakers, two of whom discussed minority women.  

Virginia Sanchez-Korrol's “Women’s Work Reevaluated: The Role of Early Puerto Rican 

Migrants in New York City” and Barbara Omolade’s “If the World was as Willing as She’s 

Able: Black Women’s Work and Visions,” demonstrate that highlighting minority women’s 

work was not just possible, but necessary to furthering feminist conversation.  The upcoming 

issues of the Newsletter continued to report on programs and events that focused on both 

mainstream and marginal feminist issues.  
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An Integrated Curriculum  

One of the first projects the Center for the Study of Women and Society embarked on 

was integrating women's studies materials into the curricula of CUNY's community colleges.  In 

order to do so, the Center applied for – and received – a grant from The Ford Foundation.  

According to Claudia Campanella and Rachel Wimpee from the Rockefeller Archive Center, 

The Ford Foundation was the most prominent institutional donor to women's studies programs 

beginning in the 1970s (Campanella and Wimpee).  Institutions such as The Ford Foundation 

saw women’s studies as the academic part of feminism that would “[teach] about women and 

women’s issues,” “[end] sex discrimination in all levels of education,” and “[integrate] feminist 

activism and thought into the curriculum and university life” (Campanella and Wimpee).  The 

Center’s integration project aimed to do all three.  

On June 19, 1984, the Center received a letter from Diane L. Galloway, the assistant 

secretary of The Ford Foundation’s Office of the Secretary, Legal, Financial, and Administrative 

Services, informing them that they had received a $49,850 grant to embark on their goal 

of integrating “research on women and minorities into the liberal arts curriculum of New York 

City’s community colleges” within 18 months (Galloway).  This endeavor was seen as especially 

important because, until then, women's studies was seen as a "special topic" usually reserved for 

upperclassmen and graduate students.  The Center aimed to expand the field of women's studies 

by ensuring that all students – regardless of social class and academic standing – had the 

opportunity to engage with scholarship by women in various fields and related to subjects that 

had been generally identified as important to women in general.    

In its annual report for the Center's "Community College Curriculum Project," as it came 

to be called, the Center reported that participants involved in the project had identified two 
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crucial factors.  The first was the need to include scholarship on race, ethnicity, and class in the 

conversation, especially because these affected women's experience and were usually ignored, 

creating a false sense of universality among women.  The second was that the most useful 

outcome of the project would be a guide of sorts, rather than "packages" for specific courses 

(Center for the Study of Women and Society, “‘Community College Curriculum Project’ Annual 

Report”).  The work on the Guide began in the summer of 1984, with research assistant 

Rose Caporrimo researching readily available materials, gathering a collection of biographies, 

examining the existing syllabi of women’s studies courses, and ordering necessary books and 

materials.  The fall of 1984 was spent contacting faculty and administration of the liberal arts 

programs in the participating community colleges to discuss the details of their involvement in 

the project.  This semester, along with spring 1985, also served as a time for participants to 

gather information about the women's studies materials, curricula, and students already active in 

the community colleges.  This work made the committees realize that organizing the materials by 

topic, instead of by course, would be the most effective and helpful outcome of the project.  The 

Guide was published and implemented in the fall of 1985.  

The Guide for "Putting Women into CUNY's Curriculum" was a great success, and, by 

the end of December 1985, different colleges and universities began writing to the Center to 

inquire if they could obtain a copy to implement in their own campuses (see Figure 5) (“Letters 

requesting information regarding the Gender Balancing Project of CSWS”).  These institutions 

included Nassau Community College, CUNY Kingsborough Community College, Union 

College, Western Michigan University, Clements High School in Texas, SUNY Brockport, and 

SUNY Buffalo.  Correspondence between the Center and the Formative Evaluation Research 

Associates (FERA), which had also obtained a grant from the Ford Foundation to examine the 
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impact of projects, such as the Center’s “Community College Curriculum Project,” especially at 

the undergraduate level, show that the Center’s efforts were not going unnoticed.  In a letter from 

Dr. Erika Loeffler from Western Michigan University in Kalamazoo, Michigan, she mentions 

that they were “struggling” with balancing their own curriculum and had “read with great 

interest” about the project.  Similarly, Beth E. Vanfossen from the SUNY College at Brockport 

in Brockport, New York, wanted the information for the college's Women's Studies program 

since "such a guide might be helpful for the four-year college also" ("Letters requesting 

information regarding the Gender Balancing Project of CSWS").  These letters and postcards 

give a glimpse at the value of such a publication, particularly at a time when women’s studies 

was still considered novel and innovative.   

 

Figure 5 
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The Center's forward and inclusive thinking did not stop with the curriculum integration 

project.  As time went on, members of the Center realized that work done by or about women of 

color (WOC) was usually cast aside as scholarship covered in a “special topics” or Black 

studies course.  As such, the contributions of WOC were often glossed over or ignored, 

especially in introductory courses.  In the 1989 grant proposal to The Ford Foundation, the 

Center’s director at the time, Sue Rosenberg Zalk, wrote that the purpose of the new project was 

not only to integrate WOC scholarship into various curricula but also to "establish a formal and 

active network which will continue to promote this goal after the grant terminates” (Center for 

the Study of Women and Society, “Ford Foundation Grant Proposal: Infusing Material on 

Women of Color into the Liberal Arts Curriculum of the CUNY Senior Colleges”).  While it 

might seem odd that Dr. Zalk found it necessary to emphasize that the Center envisioned this 

project as a plan, one can understand why this distinction was important.  Until the proposal of 

the “Infusing Material on Women of Color Into the Liberal Arts Curriculum of the CUNY Senior 

Colleges: A Collaborative Outreach Project," there were virtually no courses for undergraduate 

students to be exposed to WOC material in the classroom; the Center aimed to change that.  

The infusion project was designed to motivate full-time liberal arts faculty to include 

work by WOC through seven intensive one-week seminars targeting a specific introductory 

course in American history, American literature, economics, political science, sociology, 

psychology, and English composition.  The seminars were designed to provide information and 

resources for each area of study and establish a network to continue the integration of 

scholarship by WOC after the grant had ended.  There would be monthly meetings with speakers 

and discussion groups, monthly newsletters containing testimonies from teachers already 

implementing WOC scholarship, and curriculum suggestions to supplement the seminars.  One 



  

29 
 

of the goals of the project was to involve as many CUNY faculty - both male and female - as 

possible; to help reach this goal, a "Communication Network" was established consisting of three 

faculty members per participant that could be responsive to curriculum suggestions (Center for 

the Study of Women and Society, “Ford Foundation Grant Proposal: Infusing Material on 

Women of Color into the Liberal Arts Curriculum of the CUNY Senior Colleges”).  

With the infusion of WOC scholarship project, the Center aimed to aid in the creation of 

an educational culture within CUNY that would study and incorporate new scholarship 

regardless of the author’s gender or race.  The goal was to leave professors feeling prepared to 

add more diversity to their curricula even if they did not know much about women's, ethnic, or 

minority studies because they would have enough resources to integrate at least one or 

two pieces of material by WOC into their curricula.  The timeline for the project projected that 

the curricula would be ready for dissemination by Fall 1991 for all CUNY faculty to reference, 

use, and build upon (Center for the Study of Women and Society, “Infusing Material on Women 

of Color Project Timeline”). 

 

International Outreach   

Although the Center is located in downtown Manhattan and works mainly to service the 

educational and needs of the tri-state area, it has always been involved in the national and 

international feminist conversation.  One of the clearest examples of this involvement was the 

Center’s Visiting Scholar Program, which sponsored and supported an academic outside of 

CUNY.  Evidence of the Center’s commitment to supporting scholars is revealed in the archive 

documents centering on Wilhelmina Orozco, the Center’s Visiting Scholar for the Fall 1991 and 

Spring 1992 semesters.   
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Wilhelmina Orozco's impressive curriculum vitae gives a glimpse of the kinds of scholars 

the Center was attracting and working with.  At the time of her visit, Orozco was the coordinator 

of MAKAMASA, a Filipino literacy program for women.  She received her bachelor's degree in 

speech and drama from the University of the Philippines in 1969 and her master's degree in 

communications from Ateneo de Manila University in 1991.  Orozco had been employed with 

the National Manpower and Youth Council (1974 – 1976), the Polytechnic University of the 

Philippines (1975), and Maryknoll College (1988 – 1989) (Orozco and Zalk).  

According to a letter from October 2, 1991, one of Orozco's opportunities as a visiting 

scholar was to speak at an international symposium on her main literacy project in the 

Philippines.  Orozco writes about her gratitude for having an opportunity to "interact with other 

women of similar concerns and to interest them as well with our own aspirations” (Orozco and 

Zalk).  The same correspondence mentions Orozco’s professional aspirations to conduct research 

and write a primer on Makamasa while she has access to the resources available in New York.    

During her time with the Center, Orozco accomplished much more than what she 

originally intended.  In a letter from February 12, 1992, Orozco tells Dr. Rosenberg Zalk 

that, during her five months in New York, she was able to produce and edit two videos, write 

articles on women, network with various women's groups and film collectives, view 

experimental theater and women's videos, coordinate a festival of Filipino women's films, 

participate in workshops, visit allies to her literacy project under MAKAMASA, campaign, 

produce two literacy primers, among other things (Orozco and Zalk).   

One of the articles Orozco wrote was a reaction to the outcome of Anita Hill’s testimony 

on October 11, 1991.  In it, Orozco writes about what it felt, as a foreigner, to watch Judge 

Clarence Thomas be confirmed in one of the most developed countries in the world, even after 
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Hill's testimony.  She states that in the United States, women "are in command of resources, 

facilities, and information which are very important component for conducting feminist 

struggles.  Therefore, we, from developing countries, expect a much higher intensity of struggles 

from the developed countries” (Orozco and Zalk).  She clarifies that Hill's testimony is also a 

testimony of the need for a more general look at the women's movement, as it demonstrates that 

much more work needs to be done, even in the West.  Along that same vein, Orozco's article 

gives an example of the value and insight an international perspective can give to "domestic" 

topics.  

As a result of her time and experience in New York with the Center, Orozco went on to 

apply for the 1992-1993 Rockefeller Humanist-in-Residence Program at CUNY Hunter 

College's Women's Studies Program on February 1, 1992.  In her application, Orozco writes 

about her desire to study how the colonial media in the Philippines from 1898 to 1946 portrayed 

Philippine and American women, how these portrayals were related to the political directions of 

the women's movements, and how they were reflective of the political realities at the time.  Her 

goal was to show the power of media in reflecting women's dominant-subordinate roles, how 

race affected media portrayal in a colonial or unequal political situation, and how colonialism 

affected the images of the colonial masters and the colonized, particularly women (Orozco and 

Zalk).  Although she was not accepted into the program, Orozco's application gives a glimpse at 

the kinds of ideas and conversations occurring on an international scale.  
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Expansion  

At the Center's inception, coordinators, faculty, students, and administrators all agreed 

that the Center would not create or sponsor the creation of any new degrees or programs of 

study.  However, as time progressed, women's studies became established as its own, 

interdisciplinary field, the Center grew, and a need for graduate education in women's studies in 

the tristate area arose.  As a result, a proposal for a graduate program in women's studies was 

submitted to the Graduate Center and approved by the Graduate School Council on March 5, 

1987.  As described in the proposal, the certificate program was meant to  

examine the connections between Women's Studies and the traditional disciplines 

as well as the new perspectives, questions, and scholarship in Women's Studies 

that challenge disciplinary barriers and paradigms.  The Program also offers 

opportunities to apply the theories and analytical approaches of Women's Studies 

to at least one traditional discipline and do individual research. (Center for Study 

of Women and Society, “Women's Studies Certificate Program (WSCP) 

Proposal”) 

The proposal stresses that the certificate program was not meant to operate on its own.  It 

was to be offered to students already matriculated in any doctorate program at the Graduate 

Center, and the students who completed the program would receive their certificate whenever 

they graduated.  The Center was basing their new program structure on the one being used at the 

University of Michigan, where it was already being reported that "the majority of students who 

did graduate work in Women's Studies continue to be employed in fields related to women 

or Women's Studies” (Center for Study of Women and Society, “Women's Studies Certificate 

Program (WSCP) Proposal”).  Additionally, the proposal states that many government and non-
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profit organizations at the time were looking to hire graduates with backgrounds in women’s 

studies.  By offering the program at the Graduate Center, CUNY would be taking a step forward 

in ensuring that its graduates had an advantage entering the job market.  

While many of the CUNY colleges offered courses in women's studies and offered 

women's studies programs at the undergraduate level, by 1987none – including the Graduate 

Center – had a formal process put in place to recognize the completion of women's studies 

courses at the graduate level.  Since the Graduate Center already offered graduate women's 

studies courses, the certificate program would offer structure to an official acknowledgment of 

the completion of a specific number of those courses.  

In August 1988, the Certificate Program was evaluated by Dr. Evelyn Torton Beck from 

the University of Maryland.  In her report, Dr. Beck asserted that the prerequisite, requisite, and 

elective courses outlined in the program proposal combined with the faculty and resources the 

Graduate Center could provide set the Certificate Program up to be successful (Torton 

Beck).  By December 1989, the Certificate Program’s governance structure, which 

included faculty and students from the arts, humanities, social sciences, sciences, the Master of 

Arts in Liberal Studies (MALS) program, and the Feminist Students Organization (“WSCP 

Approved Governance Structure”).  The idea was to have the program’s large variety of students 

from multiple disciples accurately represented in the governance, which demonstrated the 

interdisciplinary nature of women’s studies in general.    

From its inception in 1989, the Women’s Studies Certificate Program (WSCP) was 

run and administered by the Center.  However, by 1996, the program had grown considerably, 

and the question of autonomy was raised.  According to the minutes from the Women's Studies 

Advisory Committee Meeting on April 10, 1996, then director of the Center, Joyce Gelb, raised 
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the issue of the programs, which "were physically separate," staying together (Women's Studies 

Advisory Committee).  Part of the issue lay in finances – if both programs were run by the same 

person, the Graduate Center could save money with the pay of the coordinator.  However, this 

depended on whether the current director could negotiate a full-time appointment, as Gelb had.  

While there is no clear indication that a decision was reached during this particular meeting, the 

conversation this point produced demonstrates that both the Center and WSCP each had 

grown enough to merit being somewhat separate educational entities.  

 In March 2007, the WSCP embarked on a self-study that clearly showed the program's 

success throughout its existence.  According to the study, in the five years from 2001 to 2006, 

the WSCP went from 132 to 227 students – a 172% growth (“External Review and Self-Study of 

Women's Studies Certificate Program (WSCP)”)!  By this point, WSCP had developed a 

Speaker's Series, which all faculty were required to help develop and present, programs and 

publications, strong relationships with doctoral programs, their library resources, equipment, and 

facilities, and professional development for students.  This document also reprised the question 

of separate directors for the Center and WSCP, stating that, in 1994, it had been decided that the 

two programs would continue to be run as one, but that this decision had not been honored.  The 

two programs continue to be directed by the same person today.  

The WSCP self-study makes special mention of its relationship with the National Council 

on the Research on Women.  Amongst other things, the Council functioned as a bridge between 

potential students and WSCP.  While inquiries primarily focused on the certificate program 

itself, over the years, the National Council on the Research of Women began receiving more and 

more questions regarding a Master of Arts degree in women's studies at the Graduate Center 

(“External Review and Self-Study of Women's Studies Certificate Program (WSCP)” 12).  The 
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Center itself received many inquiries about the same, since there was no MA program in 

women's studies in the tri-state area, and the Center's illustrious history made it the perfect 

candidate to start such a program.  At the time of the study's publication, the Graduate Center did 

not offer master-level programs since these were offered at the four-year colleges, but it was 

beginning to consider doing so, approving an MA program in Middle-Eastern Studies for the fall 

2006 semester.  Taking this into consideration, WSCP proposed the creation of a Master of Arts 

program in women's studies, which would follow a 16-credit rubric similar to the one used for 

WSCP (“External Review and Self-Study of Women's Studies Certificate Program (WSCP)” 

15).   The Center set a goal to discuss the MA in women’s studies with the Graduate Center’s 

Provost in 2007, with the idea that this program would not require much financial planning, since 

the Center already had the faculty, resources, and staff necessary for such a development, but the 

MA program was not mentioned in the Center’s 2008 self-study. 

By 2015, the Graduate Center as a whole moved locations from 29–33 West 42nd Street 

to 365 5th Avenue, giving the Center a new home in room 5116.  Its 2015 Annual Report of 

Research Centers and Institutes reveals that it had been working hard to develop a Gender and 

Sexuality track for the MALS program with the Center for LGBTQ Studies (CLAGS) and a MA 

in Women's and Gender Studies, which CUNY's Board of Trustees approved on March 2, 2015 

(Center for the Study of Women and Society, "Annual Report: Center for the Study of Women 

and Society" 3).  The MA program would be an interdisciplinary endeavor with faculty from 

various disciplines, such as Middle Eastern Studies and political science, which had shared a 

particular interest in the program.  The Center was prepared to spend the 2015-2016 academic 

school year preparing for the launch of the MA program by developing “advertising materials, a 

new website, and getting our curriculum, thesis and internship guidelines, Admissions 
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Committee, Advising procedures, and so forth, into place” (Center for the Study of Women and 

Society, “Annual Report: Center for the Study of Women and Society” 3).  The program 

officially started in Fall 2016 with Dr. Hester Eisenstein as its first director. 

 

Conclusion  

From 1975 to the present day, the Center for the Study of Women and Society grew and 

developed in leaps and bounds.  From an idea, through bureaucratic hoops, to 

an established entity at the Graduate Center, it has stayed true to its mission of promoting the 

study of gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, and class.  The Center has been led by Susan Saegert 

(1977 – 1979), Mary Brown Parlee (1979 – 1984), Sue Rosenberg Zalk (1984 – 1993), Roslyn 

Bologh (September 1993 – December 1993), Joyce Gelb (1994 – 1997), Electa Arenal (1997 – 

2001), Patricia Ticinento Clough (2001 – 2004), Catherine Silver (2004 – 2005), Anne 

Humpherys (2006 – 2009), Victoria Pitts-Taylor (2009 – 2014), Linda Martín Alcoff (2014 – 

2015), Hester Eisenstein (2015 – 2017), and Dána-Ain Davis (2017 – Present).  It is still the 

home of the Women’s Studies Certificate Program and, now, the only stand-alone Women’s and 

Gender Studies MA Program in New York City.   

The Center works with prominent activists, educators, and intellectuals to provide 

lectures, symposia, collaborations, and events in a wide range of academic disciplines.  It is 

connected with the Women’s Studies Quarterly, a biannual peer-reviewed, interdisciplinary, 

academic journal printed by The Feminist Press; various speaker series, including collaborations 

with Women Writing Women’s Lives, CLAGS, The Graduate Center Library, the PublicsLab, 

and Public Programs; and even a book salon series.  It has worked alongside academics including 

Roxane Gay, Linda Martín Alcoff, Michelle Fine, Barbara Gray, Jillian Báez, Cherríe Moraga, 
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Tsedale M. Melaku, Maria Solomon, Savannah Shange, and Tanisha C. Ford, among many 

others (CSWS, “Upcoming Events”).  Most recently, the Center has collaborated on The Activist 

Women’s Voices Oral History Project and Archive, the Domestic Violence Survivors Justice Act 

(DVSJA) Project, the New York Women’s Foundation – Reproductive Justice Semester 

Program, the College and Community Fellowship Program (CCF), and has continued the 

CLEAR (Community, Leadership and Education After Reentry) group (CSWS, “Research 

Projects and Collaborations”).  The Center continues to publish its Newsletter every semester, 

which is available via its website.   

The Center's faculty are renowned in their respective fields and provide the WSCP and 

MA program's students with the highest quality of education at an affordable price.    As is seen 

in almost every document in the archive, the Center's commitment to the interdisciplinary study 

of gender and women's experiences in the real world has made it an inviting space for continuing 

students to explore the nuances of feminist scholarship. 
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