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ABSTRACT 

Even in the context of marginalization, agency as a feminist academic 

exists and, in some cases, the marginalization enables us to continue our feminist 

projects. This paper describes my experience as a marginalized feminist 

academic. It is based on fieldwork practice, academic training, and encounters as 

a professor at several universities in the United States, Russia, and Latina 

America. Currently, in the milieu of the USA Patriot Act, when academic 

freedom seems to be on the cutting block, we must, more than ever, continue to be 

grrrila fighters in order to continue our feminist projects and move feminist 

perspectives from the margins to the center.       

INTRODUCTION 

The marginalization faced by many feminist scholars in terms of teaching 

assignments, research opportunities, conference presentation times, representation 

in faculty unions, and publication opportunities is still a factor and a burden in 

many disciplines, even though we are more than 30 years into the recognition and 

study of these discriminatory and sexist environments in which we try to grow 

and develop as scholars (Etzkowitz, Kemelgor,  Neuschatz, and Uzzi 1994: Stout, 

Straiger and Jennings, 2002, Svarstad, Draugalis, Meyer, and Mount, 2004). By 

marginalization I mean that gender research or feminist perspectives are 

physically, philosophically, ideologically, and financially marginalized. For 

example, the University Program of Gender Studies at the National Autonomous 
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University of Mexico is fighting to maintain its small office space on campus 

while other departments such as the University Program for City Studies have 

lavish facilities and are not in any danger of losing their space. In several schools 

in the Chicago area there are no advanced degree options in gender studies. At 

most, one can have a Women’s Studies concentration noted on a transcript. 

However, in some instances the marginalization can present opportunities 

for agency or grrrila research without appearing to challenge more mainstream 

approaches and so-called gender blind perspectives. When I talk about “grrrila” 

resistance, I am referring to the ways in which feminists have to operate in order 

to survive. The word combines girl and guerilla to make it gender specific and 

was inspired by the Riot Grrrl movement on the 1990s and the Guerilla Girl art 

movement of the 1980s. Grrrila modes of operation include lots of volunteer work 

without recognition or pay, slipping feminist perspectives into grant proposals, 

curriculum, and faculty meeting agendas even when formats and forums are not 

explicitly feminist, as well as “officially” refraining from feminist gender work 

until tenure or academic security is achieved.  For example, one colleague in 

planning shared with me that she was told only a few years ago that if she wanted 

to get tenure she should not do gender research. While this warning was certainly 

valid in the 1970s we should be appalled that it is given now, in the new 

millennium! 
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This paper describes my experience as a feminist professor, ethnographer, 

urban planner, and policy analyst in Russia, Latin America, and the United States 

and the challenges I faced and continue to face in these roles, challenges that even 

led to accusations that I was a spy.  Based on my experience in these areas I will 

describe how I have been able to (almost unintentionally) buck the academic 

system and continue to find ways to generate feminist gender-focused research 

without the safety of being a “star” academic or of being in a feminist-friendly 

environment.   

My focus is on Urban Planning programs and its close cousin 

Architecture, because this is where I have the most experience.  This is not to say 

that they are the worst programs, in fact they may represent a middle ground as 

far as what many women experience in academia.  I argue that even though there 

is a great “intellectual” base of knowledge about the faulty, unequal, and 

discriminatory state of academia as well as the policies informed by academic 

research, little has been done to really eradicate these negative structures from 

policymaking or academia.  However, we feminists have been able to eek out a 

space for ourselves in non-traditional ways while not seriously challenging the 

status quo in academic inquiry.  I conclude by suggesting that we need to think 

about how we can challenge the system and not have to be grrrila researchers on 

the margin but feminist researchers legitimately permeating throughout academic 

circles.  Extrapolating from academic research and knowledge, we need to 
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develop structural remedies that get us out of the margin and to recognize the 

importance of gender as a real and unavoidable force in the academy and 

policymaking.  In this paper I will first describe my brush with fame as a feminist 

(or was that a spy?) in Siberia.  Next, I present examples of marginalization from 

Mexico and the United States. Finally, I provide an overview of gender in 

academia as well as recommendations for remedying the situation.   

SPY OR FEMINIST 

"Spy or Feminist?" was the headline on the front of the Rossiskaya 

Gazeta, a national Russian newspaper on June 14, 2001 (Vladimirov).  The article 

was about allegations that I was a spy for the United States, incorrectly reporting 

that I was expelled from the country.  The implication of the headline at best 

expressed a disinterest in feminism and, at worst, a general societal hostility 

toward feminism.  Is she a spy (dangerous) or a feminist (meaningless)? 

Alternatively, which is worse, to be a feminist or a spy?   These readings of the 

headline reflect the different responses to feminism and gender research globally.  

I have encountered very hostile and direct reactions by some students and faculty, 

including personal attacks that are, in some ways, easier to address than more 

subtle or passive-aggressive responses.  The process that led to the headline 

speaks to a lack of academic freedom as well as an intense marginalization of 

feminist and gendered ethnographic research in Russia.  While my experience in 

Omsk as an accused spy could be seen as an extraordinary episode, I have come 
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to realize that there are some parallels between Russia, the United States, and 

Latin America in terms of the limitations that scholars face about particular 

methods and areas of inquiry. Perhaps because "what women anthropologists 

write is so easily dismissed as subjective," and "ethnographies written by women 

are consigned to the margins of what is valorized" (Visweswaran, 1994: 17), 

being a woman may have worked to my advantage in this case.  Had my own 

feminist, economic, planning ethnographic study been valorized by the FSB (the 

successor to the KGB), I would have been prevented from writing it.    

At that time, I was teaching economic development and qualitative 

methods in the School of International Business at Omsk State University in the 

heart of Siberia, as a visiting professor for the Civic Education Project (CEP).  

This organization sends faculty to Eastern European and Central Asian countries 

in transition to "strengthen democracy through education." (CEP annual report 

2001, pp 8) It is a Peace Corps for academics.   I arrived in Omsk on a Friday in 

September of 2000 and, by Monday, I was teaching International Economic 

Development Theory and Practice to 22 sophomore college students. The course 

included discussions of a list of readings on mainstream economic theories such 

as neo-classical economics, structural adjustment, free trade, import substitution 

industrialization, export-oriented industrialization, and dependency theory.  Later 

in the class, when examining the interrelationships between gender, development, 

socialism, and postmodernism, as well as other theories of gender and economic 
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development, discussions became heated and uncomfortable for the students 

because these were completely new and unfamiliar areas of inquiry.  Although 

some students (both male and female) decided not to read the material because of 

its gender content, I was able to coax most of them into at least reviewing the 

ideas. Many of the students still had serious reservations about the legitimacy of 

gender issues in a class dealing with international economic development.   

When the time came to prepare for the second semester, I proposed a class 

on Qualitative Methods in Economic Development Analysis.  The Dean 

suggested that the students use these methods for their year-end projects and that I 

supervise their work.  Thus, I gave students the task of developing a research 

plan, carrying out the plan, and then writing a report on their findings.  The only 

requirement was that they choose a business-related topic and, if possible, include 

a global component. After all, this was a school of international business.  The 

methods I covered in class included case studies, oral histories, participant 

observation, collaborative/action research, surveys with open-ended questions, 

and focus groups.  The students were free to choose which method(s) they wanted 

to use and the direction of their research.  I asked the Dean about research 

procedures for the protection of human subjects.  He said there were none so I 

discussed Institutional Review Board procedures in the United States with the 

class.        
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During the fourth week in the semester we discussed the research plans.  

The range of topics was impressive.  One student interviewed immigrants 

(including me) to see how they were affecting business in the region.  A male 

student who was one of the most resistant to gendered theories of development 

decided to examine the role of women in business and the impact of their business 

activities on their lives.  This was encouraging; I had finally helped broaden the 

perspective of at least one student.  Another student compared the energy system 

in Omsk, then in the process of privatization, to the one in France.  Yet another 

student was interested in interviewing workers at a manufacturing plant near her 

home.  Although the students were timid about interviewing, they were amazed 

and proud after they began conducting their research; they were succeeding in 

recruiting people to talk to them even though they were "mere students."    

After the students presented their papers at a mini conference, the Dean 

asked me to give him all the papers because he wanted to read them.  When he 

returned them to me a few days later, the title pages had been removed and were 

in a separate package.  He explained that the Rector/President of the university 

wanted to see them and the Dean did not want the students’ names associated with 

the work.  I thought that was a little odd but not particularly alarming.  Later I 

found out that, in fact, the FSB had made copies of all the students' papers.  A 

week later, on May 29th, the Dean requested a meeting with me.  When I went to 

his office, he informed me that the FSB wanted to talk to me about my students' 
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work.  The agency was concerned that I was using my students to collect 

information for improper use back in the United States.  The Dean had already 

explained that it was his idea that I supervise these projects and that the university 

fully backed my work.  FSB agents still wanted to talk to me.   

For the next two hours in the international students’ service office, I was 

interrogated by the FSB.  Most questions were in Russian and were translated by 

a university employee who spoke some English.   Thus, between my Russian and 

the “translator's” English we got through it.  The young FSB official questioned 

me repeatedly about my background and credentials as an "economic specialist" 

and the possibility that I had broken my contract with the university.  He quoted 

the contract, which stated that I should abide by university policy and Russian 

federation laws.  At no point did he mention which policy or law I might have 

broken.  He claimed, however, that my students' work could have a negative 

effect on the "image and competitiveness" of firms in Omsk as well as cause harm 

to United States-Russian relations.  When I asked the officer how my students' 

work could do this, he pulled out a letter from the director of a firm where one of 

my students had interviewed three workers.  The letter alleged that information 

collected by my student about the firm was incorrect.  They referred specifically 

to the workers claims that, after the Russian economic crisis in 1998, they 

received their pay late or not at all and were still due some back pay from that 

period.  The letter additionally claimed that the salary range reported by the 
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workers to the student was incorrect.  The information in question, however, had 

been widely printed in newspapers and is known to almost everyone in Omsk.  In 

the end, the FSB official could not explain exactly how this common knowledge, 

as described in the students’ paper, could hurt the image or competitiveness of the 

Omsk Region.  

He asked if I was carrying out any other "scientific" research.  I mentioned 

that I was doing ethnographic research that included my personal observations, 

oral histories, and focus groups with women in Omsk about how they were 

experiencing the transition from a planned to an open market economy.  He, like 

some of my students, thought gender issues were unimportant, not to be taken 

seriously, and in no way a threat.  The qualitative methods that I used in my 

research outside the university were only threatening or unsanctioned when used 

to examine non-gendered or male centered economic development in the region. 

In other words, feminism and gender issues are non-threatening; they were met 

with indifference not hostility by the Russian authorities in Omsk.  

I was asked to sign a statement indicating that I would not teach this class 

again and/or have the students do this kind of research without the permission of 

the FSB and the director of any company where its workers might be interviewed 

in the Omsk region.  It further stated that these qualitative methods were not 

approved by the FSB and that I could not quote from my students' work in any of 

my published work or take the student papers off university property.  The 
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document officially warned me that this kind of research could hurt the image and 

competitiveness of the region.   

While the second officer, who had been silently taking notes throughout 

the interview, prepared the official statement, the interviewing officer started 

asking me informal questions in English about my experience in Omsk.  Then he 

gave me a few hints about local customs such as how to collect the birch branches 

used in Russian bathhouses.  After the interview, I was worried, but several 

colleagues assured me that the FSB agents were just doing their job, which 

included calling the Dean every week to find out what kinds of international 

activities the school was involved in.  FSB agents have to prove to their agency at 

the end of each month that they have earned their relatively high paychecks.  

Others said they just wanted to practice their English.  In a few days, I was 

granted an extension of my visa, which led me to conclude that the incident was 

over.  Then I left to give a couple of lectures at a Summer School on Social Policy 

in the Southern Russian city of Saratov.   

After a short visit to Helsinki, I traveled back to Omsk, arriving on June 

13, 2001.The phone kept ringing and I ignored it, trying to sleep after the long 

flight.  When I finally answered a call in the afternoon, I was surprised to hear the 

voice of a CEP program official.  She said that according to Moscow newspapers, 

I had been kicked out of Russia on suspicion of spying.  The papers also reported 

that I was sending students to steal industrial secrets and that they were in fact 



 12 

working for the CIA.  When the students learned this, they jokingly asked for 

their paychecks from the CIA. She wanted to make sure that I had not been 

expelled from the country.  She assured me that if Russian officials had not 

expelled me by then, they were not going to do it.   

 The incident was reported on local and national TV and radio, all over the 

Internet, as well as in the international press, including CNN, BBC and the New 

York Times.  I could not even go to the gym without acquaintances asking me 

what was going on.  I received many more phone calls and e-mails from people I 

did not know, either asking for interviews or just sending notes of support.   

The reactions from various sectors were diverse.  One phone call was from 

the United States’ consulate in Yekaterinburg where the embassy official told me 

in a paternalistic manner to “keep your nose clean."  Different Russian 

newspapers ran stories including the one titled "Spy or Feminist?" (Vladimirov, 

2001). In this article they questioned my credentials and suggested that I was 

inexperience and naïve, therefore I could not be a spy but was a feminist. The 

insinuation here, according to Russian friends, was that I was not really a spy but 

an unskilled and inexperienced economic development professor that should stick 

to women’s studies and not try to mix economics and gender studies. About a 

week later another article compared the Omsk spy hunt to witch-hunts, suggesting 

that the FSB was inventing spy stories (Kondratovskaya, 2001).  This article 

suggested that the Omsk FSB was incapable of finding a good scandal and instead 
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embarrassed the region by bringing these false allegations to light. Finally, the 

story ended and my 15 minutes of fame thankfully faded and I was able to resume 

my work as a grrrila fighter. 

EVIDENCE FROM EXPERIENCE 

Originally, I was certain that my situation in Omsk was an anomaly in the 

global context. Upon reflection however, my experience can be used to show how 

gender continues to be marginalized in academia and policy research. I will 

provide several examples in different contexts to show how marginalization 

happens. I hope that, by providing these examples, other women will be able to 

recognize their own experiences. 

In Omsk, my credentials were often challenged. This experience has re-

occurred in other contexts. For example, I participated in a planning, architecture, 

and landscape architecture program in Costa Rica. Sixteen students from four 

United States universities were putting their academic training into practice. For 

the two weeks I was there, the educational format included actual planning and 

architecture projects along with frequent lectures. Throughout those two weeks of 

teaching, I endured looks of disdain from students when I corrected sexist 

language; however, the real challenge came during a lecture based on Leslie 

Kanes Weisman’s 1992 book, Discrimination by Design: A Feminist Critique of 

the Man-Made Environment. I was on the second slide of a PowerPoint 

presentation when the attack started. A student asked for my credentials and 
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wondered if I had “the right” to discuss or criticize architecture and design. None 

of the male presenters in the previous two weeks had been asked to display their 

credentials.  

There were comments rejecting the importance or even the need to 

consider gender in architecture, design, or planning. I was told that “my 

presentation was too aggressive,” that “I was shoving feminism down their 

throats,” and that “universal design took care of all discriminatory practices in 

Architecture and Design so my discussion was of no real importance.” At one 

point a Latina on the staff of the hosting institution asked the offending students 

to show me respect.  

The challenge of a feminist perspective was clearly dangerous to these 

students. After I finished my presentation, a 23-year old student told me he had 

dedicated his whole life to architecture and asked how I dared challenge his 

assumptions and understandings of the field. In an attempt to address the many 

examples I used to show how gender affects architecture, this student proposed 

that these examples were not really architecture. A Latina urban planning student 

responded sarcastically saying, “Yeah, that would be great. I would love to be 

able to discount any planning I didn’t like as not really planning.” The male 

student was offended by her response and demanded an apology in an obvious 

attempt to silence her and reject her participation in the conversation.  The next 

evening, I went to a nightclub to say goodbye to the students and I found that my 
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presentation had a more positive effect than I had first thought. Three women 

students yelled over the music that they enjoyed my presentation and were 

impressed with my calm classroom demeanor.  One student also said “woman 

power, I like that!” They were, in a way, grrrilla fighters resisting by stating their 

perspectives and support of feminism and gender issues under the cover of loud 

music so only sympathetic ears could hear. 

In the Costa Rican classroom, both the feminist message and messenger 

posed a challenge to students. I believe that by merely being women, others 

discredit or marginalize our scholarship. When it came time to write and defend 

my dissertation, the man who was then my chair went on sabbatical. He decided 

to work with only one person during his sabbatical and chose the white male 

candidate who interviewed Tony Blair rather than me, the Native American 

woman who interviewed indigenous Mexican women.  The marginalization 

continued but so did I.  I found another chair and successfully completed the 

dissertation. I always seem to find an alternative method to continue researching 

with minimal or no funding. 

 Perhaps the most blatant case of being marginalized because of my 

gender came from a source that one might least expect, a progressive academic 

union at a Chicago university. The union held several general membership 

meetings during heated contract negotiations, which eventually led to a three-

week strike. Although we won substantial concessions from the administration, 
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gender discrimination plagued the process. This discrimination took several 

forms. For example, women were rarely called upon in the general meetings. 

Although we were all being asked to voice our opinions and raise concerns, when 

I raised my hand, I was not called on. Meanwhile, the men sitting near me were 

almost always recognized.  At some points I actually stood up and waved both my 

arms to get attention.  This usually worked, as a friend on the executive 

committee brought my waving to the attention of the meeting facilitator. Other 

women also were marginalized by this repeated and shared experience of 

invisibility.   

After the strike, a high-ranking union official forwarded an article to the 

union list-serv that argued that the union’s future depended on recruiting women 

into the ranks.  I responded to the article, encouraging this perspective and 

pointing out that, although our union has many women in leadership roles, we 

could do more.  I described my experiences in meetings and suggested that we 

remedy this inequality and set up a women’s committee to address issues of 

inequality in the union and the university as a whole.  A senior white male faculty 

member wrote in, saying that my comment was a slap in the face to all the active 

women in the union and we should make a list and thank them.  There were a 

large number of responses to the white male, naming the women who had 

participated in union activities as strike captains, “strike divas,” etc. A few people 

called for a more thoughtful response. However, my original concerns and those 
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of the few others who responded thoughtfully were ignored. It was painful to 

endure the ensuing week and a half when the union e-mails were full of individual 

names but almost no constructive discussion of structural inequality within the 

union. Finally, a senior faculty member suggested that the marginalization I 

outlined in my first e-mail was confirmed by the lack of substantive responses to 

my concerns and the flurry of responses to the white male. 

Unfortunately, this is not the end of the story. The union list-serve is 

controlled.  All participants send messages to the union president who administers 

the list-serv and he, in turn, forwards them to everyone on the list.   Another 

professor was regularly attacked for her political beliefs via the list-serv, and she 

recommended that we need a social justice committee. I agreed and suggested 

that, in the context of discrimination before, during, and after the strike, we 

needed new leadership. Suddenly, our messages and all other dissenting messages 

disappeared from the list. However, messages by faculty members that suggested 

my concerns were trivial and threatened the unity of the union were sent out to 

everyone. I was no longer marginalized; I became completely invisible. 

Sometimes, the marginalized feminist messenger remains, but the message 

disappears. After completing my dissertation and returning from Omsk, I obtained 

an English as a Second Language teaching job in a community organization in 

Chicago.  Although it was not part of my job description, I started a new research 

project. I convinced the director to let me use my observations and interview the 
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participants in a new bilingual manufacturing training program. John Betancur, a 

founding member of the organization and professor, and I produced a report that 

assessed the impact of bilingual manufacturing technology bridge training on a 

group of almost monolingual Spanish speaking immigrant women from Mexico. 

(Sweet and Betancur, 2003)  Our assessment documented how the training failed 

to help them penetrate the male dominated manufacturing sector, although there 

were some non-tangible positive outcomes like increases in self-esteem and an 

enhanced ability to help children or grandchildren with homework.  The study 

was suppressed by the organization.  Subsequent reports and proposals written by 

the organization stated that no evaluation of the program had been done. After my 

research disappeared, I was moved to a satellite office, away from the 

organizational center, which physically marginalized me.  The director said they 

needed my space for workforce development counselors.  The counselors never 

arrived after my removal.   

While the disappearance of this research could be attributed to its negative 

evaluation of the program, I have found that research that focuses on women or 

that uses a gender analysis is often minimized or trivialized.  For example, in 

Mexico when I casually talked to people about my dissertation research, “The 

Gendered Affects of NAFTA and Neo-Liberal Economic Policies,” (Sweet, 2000) 

many responded with the question: what do women have to do with NAFTA or 

with the economy? Even some of the subjects and collaborators in the village 
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where I carried out the research said that the importance of gender and the 

economy was minimal. 

Although their dismissal of gender as a relevant field of inquiry was 

personally difficult, it also allowed me some freedom to pursue my interests. The 

village elite did not scrutinize me as they did other researchers, including the 

famous Oscar Lewis. Many people were suspicious of researchers because they 

felt they had been misrepresented. Village residents pointed out that they were not 

stupid; they could read and obtain copies of researchers’ reports. However, I was 

never put into the category of researcher. I was marginalized along with my 

research, but this gave me the opportunity to conduct research without the 

inspection of village men. This, in turn, gave the village women I interviewed and 

collaborated with more freedom to structure the research according to their own 

interests. Together, we performed grrrila research without being noticed or 

controlled by village men. 

As an adjunct professor at the university where I did my doctoral work, I 

have found that gender analyses continue to be marginalized. My dissertation is 

the only one to date that has focused on gender. Currently, there is one course, 

“Race and Class in Planning,” that focuses secondarily on gender and is used to 

meet gender requirements for accreditation purposes.  I offered to develop a new 

course that focused on gender and planning.  Despite evidence that there was 

desire on the part of students for such a course, officials rejected my offer 
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pleading lack of money in the budget. However, I have taught an international 

planning course there. When I suggested that it have a gender focus I was told that 

would not be acceptable.  Regardless, I chose to include gender issues.  After the 

class, a student suggested to the department director that I had perhaps given him 

a lower grade than he expected because he was a white male; in other words, he 

claimed that I discriminated against him because he was a white male. He later 

dropped the charges after I presented him with evidence of his poor performance.  

Most recently, I went to Mexico on a Rockefeller resident fellowship. I 

met a faculty member of the National Autonomous University of Mexico at a 

planning conference and, since my research took place near Mexico City, I 

offered to teach a seminar on the gendered city, focusing on gender sensitive 

planning. While the faculty member at first seemed enthusiastic, he did not return 

repeated e-mails. However, I also contacted their University Program of Gender 

Studies who was happy to organize the seminar. When I arrived in Mexico I went 

to see the planning faculty member.  At first he did not remember who I was; after 

I reminded him of our conversation, he decided he was not willing to promote the 

class to his students. Even without the help of this key individual, the seminar 

generated so much interest that we needed to expand the enrollment limit and find 

a bigger classroom. So, I taught the class but not in the planning program.  I had 

to look for alternative ways to push the gender agenda in planning, taking grrrila 

action and sneaking my way into a different department.  
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EXPERIENCE IN CONTEXT 

There are many well-known cases of gender discrimination in the 

Academy.  These provide a context for my own personal experience.  Several 

departments at MIT have documented that women receive less lab space, research 

money, and lower salaries (Chronicle of Higher Education, 1999).  In the 

planning department at MIT only one woman has been tenured and that happened 

in 1978.  At University of Texas Arlington in 2003 the woman Dean of the School 

of Architecture was removed, she claims it was sex discrimination.  Recently she 

reached an out of court settlement with the university (Buskey, 2005).  The 

advancement and tenure process for women is more difficult and publishing takes 

longer. Departments that are traditionally more male dominated, such as business, 

economics, and the “hard” sciences are paid higher salaries and remain male 

dominated (Wilson, 2004).   Women remain underrepresented at the top research 

universities and over represented in part time position and community colleges 

(Wilson, 2004).  In terms of pay, women earn less than men in all ranks but the 

greatest wage gap occurs for the few women who become full professors (Curtis, 

2004). 

If we add the dimension of race and ethnic background, the situation gets 

even worse. For example, a minority professor at a southern planning school was 

slated for a tenure-track position upon the expected completion of her PhD from a 

prestigious East coast school. However, she was scheduled to defend her 
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dissertation two weeks after the southern university’s deadline. Because of this 

two-week delay, she lost her position and was not considered for tenure. She has 

had two equally disturbing experiences at schools in the west as an adjunct or 

visiting professor where her extraordinary scholarly work, teaching, and 

community activism were used against her.  At a recent interview she was asked 

to change her job talk three times, the last request made one hour before she was 

to give it. Needless to say, she did not get an offer there. She has a book published 

by a respectable publishing house but she is without a teaching job and is 

considering leaving academia (personal correspondence).  I believe these 

situations and many more demonstrate the structural systems in place to 

marginalize all women and especially women of color.  Nevertheless, we are 

surviving and even thriving.   

 

GRRRILLA RESISTANCE IN MARGINALIZATION 

Recently, in a national list-serve for women planning faculty, a woman 

faculty member described how she was on her way to a committee meeting and 

was told by a white male colleague that she was only picked to be on the 

committee because she was a woman.  While the comment is offensive, it is an 

accurate description of the state of affairs in academia and, at the same time, an 

opportunity.  Had she been a man, she might not have been picked to serve on the 
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committee.  She was marginalized but in that marginalization had the opportunity 

to participate and contribute at some level.    

I would also suggest that our marginalization and power on the edge gives 

us the ability and sensitivity to see how women in less privileged positions tease 

power from the margin.  Patricia Hill Collins described this power from the 

margin in her 1986 article “Learning from the Outsider Within: The Sociological 

Significance of Black Feminist Thought.”  She talks about the marginalization of 

Black women academics and their ability to use it “to enrich contemporary 

sociological discourse” (Collins, 1986:S15).  For example, in Morelos, Mexico, 

while maintaining the appearance of subordination, women were invisible but 

active participants in meetings where the men were discussing how to handle new 

changes in ejidal loan programs. The women stayed in the kitchen and voiced 

their opinions, which the men adopted as their own, through the window. I think 

this suggests that there is grrrila activism at many different levels and, if we 

recognize this activism, we can reinforce it and support one another. Maybe 

because of my own marginalization I was able to capture the meaning of the 

Morelos women’s  interaction.  In Russia too, my marginalization sensitized me 

to the marginalization of others and enabled me to look for and in many cases find 

grrrila activism, response and agency.    

IN THE END 



 24 

I thought the accusation of being a spy would not happen in the United 

States, but now I am not so sure. While in the end it was not a serious incident for 

me (no Russian jail time), it may represent the extreme marginalization of 

feminists on campuses and feminist research, thereby placing it in a category that 

receives less scrutiny, enabling feminists to be more experimental and take more 

research risks.  While the damage of this marginalization is obvious, including 

lack of publishing opportunities, lower tenure possibilities, and fewer grant 

opportunities, the ability to do grrrila research, to engage in more subversive, less 

scrutinized collective and creative work could benefit the academy in a very real 

qualitative way.   

But we have another obstacle now, the governmental attack on academic 

freedom via the US Patriot Act.  While the issue of gender oppression in 

academia is obvious to many (Etzkowitz, Kemelgor,  Neuschatz, and Uzzi 1994: 

Stout, Straiger and Jennings, 2002, Svarstad, Draugalis, Meyer, and Mount, 

2004); the presence of government oppression in academia is less obvious 

especially in the western system that purports to value “academic freedom.” In 

this arena we may share more with the former Soviet Union then we believe.  In 

Russia, the FSB believes it has the knowledge base, right, and credibility to make 

decisions about methodology and research processes.  Despite the long roots of 

academic freedom in western academic institutions, the federal government has 
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determined that some aspects of stem cell research are not appropriate and the 

National Endowment for the Arts has made decisions about what art is.  

 In a 2001 report by the American Council of Trustees and Alumni 

(Chaney, 2001), academics were criticized for expressing their critical analysis 

about the attacks in New York, Washington D.C., and Pennsylvania; other 

professors have been reprimanded or suspended by university officials for similar 

“crimes against patriotism”, that is, expressing their opinion. These incidents have 

taken place in the context of the USA Patriot Act.  The act has several unsettling 

implications including:  

…the ominous mingling of law enforcement and intelligence gathering  
activities, the impairment of public access to vital information and the  
questionable efficacy of these measures in combating terrorism. Specific 
Concerns include the loosening of standards under which the government 
authorities can compel disclosure of electronic communications 
(Association of American University Professors, p 2, 2003).   
 

 Generally the USA Patriot Act is seen as a threat to academic freedom 

(Association of American University Professors, 2003; Office of the President-

Harvard University, 2003; American Studies Association, 2003; Glod, 2005). 

Additionally, there are even more restrictions for international students from 

certain countries and the kind of research they can do (Association of American 

University Professors, 2003, p: 2). Anyone who challenged the War in Iraq is 

labeled unpatriotic by the Bush administration and their followers. 
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Recently, while in Mexico, I met an old friend, who is a Dean at a 

prestigious eastern college.  She and I talked about the political situation and she 

expressed relief that she could be critical with me, suggesting that in the United 

States it was difficult to know to whom you could say certain things.  The war on 

terrorism is being used to curtail academic freedom. Some would argue that the 

means justify the ends, but our fragile democracy is at risk, and we need to avert a 

new incarnation of McCarthyism (Association of American University Professors, 

2003; Office of the President-Harvard University, 2003; American Studies 

Association, 2003). We must recognize the imperative value of rigorous debate 

about issues including politics, gender, feminism, class, and race.   Freedom is 

being curtailed in the name of freedom: we are becoming less free because of 

attempt to address terrorism and that is a real threat to academic freedom.  For 

those of us already marginalized it makes matters worse. In my department last 

year all faculty were sent an e-mail by a senior professor telling us how we should 

talk about the war in Iraq with our students.  Whether a patronizing act or an 

attempt to prevent complaints from students who might not agree with the way 

the war was being approached, the end result is the same; a professor’s freedom to 

teach a class as she or he feels is appropriate is being challenged.         

In the United States the FBI may not yet be calling the deans of schools, 

(or if they are, we are prevented from knowing about it by the USA Patriot Act) 

on a weekly basis finding out what the faculty is doing and how they are doing it, 
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but there are restrictions placed on academics. Issues of gender and qualitative 

methods are still areas that require extra explanation and support as parts of 

legitimate academic labor in many fields, including economics, urban planning, 

architecture, and policy analysis. However, given that gender studies is not on the 

list of prohibitive areas of study for foreign students, and not on the list of areas 

necessitating background checks, the USA Patriot Act (American Association of 

University Professors, 2003) is further evidence of our marginalization. It does 

means, however, that we have some breathing room to continue our grrrila 

research.    

Some university administrations both in the United States and the former 

Soviet Union are still very hostile to gender and qualitative methods as well as 

other legitimate areas of inquiry.  Chauvinist attitudes exist toward gendered 

issues in United States and academic institutions.  While the situation in Omsk 

may be particularly difficult because of its regions' social, historical, and political 

contexts, at some level people pursuing these interests in most academic 

institutions around the world have to justify their work more and receive less 

funding than those doing positivistic regression analyses of non-gendered policy 

issues. Some schools may force scholars to choose between feminist research and 

women subjects and tenure opportunities. We should not be bound by 

exclusionary canons or politically driven ideologies.   
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We need to develop ways of using all the knowledge and data we have 

that demonstrates the marginalization of women and feminists in academia to 

change academia.  While marginalization has not completely hampered feminist 

research and teaching, it has negatively impacted it. How can we change the 

academy?  What is it that will make gender research and feminist frameworks a 

“natural” part of academia?  We need to talk about our personal stories more; 

especially the stories that can help us identify the patterns of marginalization and 

resistance. As I have sent out drafts of this paper for comment and talked about it 

with women colleagues, the response has been the same: “That has happened to 

me!”  Others have said that I am brave to write this, indicating that there is some 

inherent danger in sharing these experiences.  But I am not brave--I am just a 

feminist. While I am no longer a "spy," I will be heading back to Siberia this fall 

on a Fulbright scholarship to continue using grrrila resistance in the struggle for 

gender equity in economic policy planning.  Just don’t tell the Fulbright folks 

about my grrrila agenda.       
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