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Foreword
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At a time of concern about whether feminist scholarship has become 
overdisciplined within the academy and irrelevant to some of the broad 
questions that animated an earlier generation’s contributions, this 
strong, vital collection of essays is inspirational. Drawing on scholarship 
in history, literature, religion, and sociology, this volume is animated 
by interdisciplinary traditions in the study of print culture as well as 
in feminism, giving the book a breadth and unity rare among edited 
collections.

	 Many of the essays document individual woman’s involvement 
with print culture, such as Clara Colby’s editorship of The Women’s Tri-
bune during the generation between Seneca Falls and the attainment of 
woman suffrage, or the pioneering work of Alice Millard, who spread 
the gospel of taste and beauty through antiquarian bookselling. Others 
focus on groups (women missionaries and their writings, and the first 
cohort of professional women cataloguers and bibliographers at the 
Library of Congress), or on programs (the rural library and bookmobile 
program in Wisconsin’s Door and Kewaunee counties). All, however, 
are case studies. Paradoxically, this particularistic focus enables them, 
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as a collection, to bring valuable theoretical and empirical nuance to 
some of the overarching themes the book addresses. The introduction 
discusses two of these themes, leaving to other readers the pleasant task 
of mining the volume for different lines of inquiry.

	 Domesticity, as lived experience and ideology, figures centrally 
in many of the chapters, perhaps in part because many of the essays deal 
with the period between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth centu-
ries. The essays highlight complex relationships between domesticity, 
whether as lived experience or ideology, and the public sphere, with 
print culture serving as a vital and complex intermediary connecting the 
two domains.

	 Ironically, women’s domestic role and the moral authority that 
sprang from it often enabled their emergence into the world beyond the 
family. Domesticity could be experienced as a constraint, even a prison, 
as was the case for freethinker and Spiritualist writer Lois Waisbrooker, 
who became pregnant at age seventeen and was forced into a loveless 
marriage, and then, upon her husband’s death, worked as a live-in 
maid. Yet her experience of the sexual double standard also served as 
the motive for her entrance into print as an impassioned defender of 
sexual freedom and a critic of women’s enslavement in marriage. And 
perhaps even more ironically, the woman she worked for as a domestic 
was responsible for Waisbrooker acquiring the education she needed to 
make the leap into the world of letters.

	 Even in less extreme cases, these essays show how important 
domesticity was in shaping women’s career paths and reading choices. 
For example, Marie Mason Potts, editor of the path breaking Native 
American newspaper Smoke Signal, began her career of print activism 
only at age fifty-three, after her children had become adults. Similarly, 
the first generation of women librarians at the Library of Congress 
often left that institution after only a few years’ experience, either to 
relocate near their families or to form families of their own. This gave 
the Library of Congress an important role as a training institution. In 
turn, this helped disseminate innovative cataloguing and bibliographic 
practices, including those that kept women writers visible. For example, 
women bibliographers at the Library of Congress appear to have been 
responsible for the practice of tracking women authors under all their 
single and married names, while a largely female cataloguing depart-
ment made sure to include women’s associations, accomplishments, 
and activities under other headings than the subject “woman.”
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	 Other essays follow the varied inflections of domesticity in the 
lives of women readers and writers. The chapter on the rural library 
experiment in Wisconsin, for example, details the largely domestic 
concerns expressed by usage records of women patrons in the 1950s. It 
also makes the point that the novels, craft, and cookbooks these farming 
women sought out initiated them into a new kind of social interaction 
with librarians, a broadening of horizons that then galvanized these 
homemakers into public action to establish a branch library in southern 
Door County. The women missionaries of the late nineteenth century 
who used print to stitch together their efforts in foreign missions with 
groups of women supporters at home had ventured far from the family 
circle. Yet their work abroad was gendered “domestic.” They served 
almost exclusively as caregivers and educators for women and children. 
This selfsame traditionalism enabled their letters and newsletters home 
to spark identification and garner material support for an endeavor that 
gradually ushered in a new set of professional roles for women mission 
workers.

	 Domesticity, then, appears in some essays as a boundary or 
constraint, but in others figures importantly as a resource. On a rela-
tively homely level, several essays detail the ways that men served as 
mentors and brokers of extradomestic opportunities for their women 
kinfolk. For instance, Belle Case La Follette was not only the respected 
advisor and companion of her husband, Wisconsin’s progressive “Fight-
ing Bob” LaFollette, she also found an important political platform 
for her own views in La Follette’s Magazine (now The Progressive). Other 
husbands, though less influential, were equally supportive. Alice Mil-
lard, for example, learned the trade of selling rare and beautiful books 
from George Madison Millard, whom she first met at his antiquarian 
bookstore in Chicago and later married. And although Clara Colby’s 
Women’s Tribune was staffed and owned entirely by women, she first 
worked as a journalist for her husband at the Beatrice Express. Elizabeth 
Jordan, editor of Harper’s Bazar and initiator of two round-robin novels, 
found her vocation not through a husband but a father. Early in life, 
she wanted to become a nun, while her mother urged her to become a 
pianist. As a compromise—and because of her love of literature—her 
father suggested journalism and secured her first position on Peck’s Sun 
in Milwaukee.

	 If domesticity could serve some women as a material resource, 
it figured even more importantly as a ground for claims to expertise and 
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the rubric under which women—through print—could achieve voice, 
find an audience, and ultimately change their lives and the broader 
social fabric. The reason this worked so well for many of the women 
showcased here had to do not only with women’s experience in a gen-
dered division of labor but also with the power of domesticity as an ide-
ology. At the level of ideas and affect, domesticity legitimized women’s 
everyday practices, gave them authority, and kindled intimate identi-
fication between women writers and editors and the women who read 
their work. The women mission workers mentioned above provide one 
obvious example of this process. But journalists as differently situated as 
Clara Colby, Elizabeth Jordan, and Belle Case La Follette used women’s 
departments or women’s pages both to affirm the worth of women and 
their work at home, and to push for the expansion of women’s sphere. 
This initiative was differently inflected depending on the nature of their 
audiences. When Elizabeth Jordan imagined and constructed in print 
her vision of a women readership for Harper’s Bazar whose minds would 
be as cultivated as their fashion sense, she was clearly addressing a more 
privileged group of readers than did Clara Colby, who kept subscribers 
on the list of the Women’s Tribune even if they couldn’t pay. But Colby’s 
paper also provided her mainly rural women readers with an expansive 
view of women’s culture. The paper featured departments on Industry, 
Political and Social Science, Law, and Hygiene and Medical Progress, 
as well as Notes about Women, which publicized the accomplishments 
of women’s inventors, suffragists, and other “new women.” In much the 
same way the Home and Education department in La Follette’s Magazine 
became a platform for Belle Case La Follette’s progressive views on 
world peace, feminism, public service, and race relations. Letters from 
readers show the importance of print culture for satisfying women’s 
hunger for substantive intellectual and political fare, and also for giving 
them a sense of companionship and common purpose with other like-
minded women.

	 The places and times where domesticity as practice and ideol-
ogy does not figure so centrally in the relationship between women and 
print are also instructive. Consider, for example, Marie Mason Potts 
and Smoke Signal. She addressed an audience of Native Americans just a 
generation removed from a life that did not separate a “public” from a 
“domestic” sphere, and she targeted male as well as female readers. Her 
notes on traditions, crafts, and rituals helped revitalize a holistic cultural 
identity that could resist the depredations of a more fragmented white 
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America. Consider also Celeste West and her radical library journal 
Booklegger Magazine. One could claim that she drew on women’s experi-
ence for her critique of the mainstream bias in the supposedly neutral 
role of librarians as cultural conservators, but she did not do so in the 
name of domesticity. Rather, she wanted to save the printed ephemera 
of the radical social movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Similarly, her 
defense of librarians’ rights to free speech as citizens and workers can be 
parsed as a critique of a feminine ideology of silent service, though West 
appears to have been more invested in a gender-neutral application of 
the First Amendment.

	 Counterposing these significantly different ways women have 
related to domesticity in print leads to important questions about what 
has been lost as well as gained by different groups of women as the 
sphere and ideology of domesticity have faded. It also raises the issue of 
what role women—whether as women, or more specifically, as readers, 
writers, editors, and publishers—can play in confronting the almost un-
mitigated expansion of marketplace institutions, priorities, and values 
that mark this new century.

	 The question of differences among the women described in this 
volume leads quite naturally into a consideration of how factors aside 
from gender shaped their lives and interventions in print culture. The 
question of intersectionality usually leads to an analysis of race and social 
class alongside gender as important dimensions of social differentiation. 
Once again, these essays productively complicate an important theoreti-
cal discussion. First, they show the necessity of taking into account other 
factors than the triad of race/class/gender in understanding women’s 
actions and the social world. For example, Celeste West’s later career as 
a publisher of lesbian literature as well as Lois Waisbrooker’s critique of 
heterosexual marriage show the necessity of taking into account sexual-
ity as well as gender. Religion’s importance for many women is sharply 
limned in Robbins’ discussion of missionary workers. Similarly, Clara 
Colby’s orientation to an audience of tallgrass prairie women and Belle 
Case La Follette’s close ties to midwestern progressivism demonstrate 
the importance of region. Their work, and that of the rural librarians in 
Wisconsin, also shows how crucial the rural/urban dichotomy was for 
structuring women’s writing, reading, and activism. Clearly, the social 
factors constituting “intersectionality” must be broadly conceived in 
order better to understand both social inequality and its contestation.
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	 Second, the biographical focus of many chapters also shows 
the subtle and unexpected ways these social factors surface in indi-
vidual women’s lives, shaping their patterns of connection and alliance, 
whether in print or beyond. For example, Clara Colby’s adoption of a 
Lakota daughter seems connected to the Women’s Tribune’s supportive 
stance toward Native Americans, African Americans, and women—
such as those in Cuba, Hawaii, and the Philippines—who were op-
pressed by American imperialism. Sometimes the reasons for such 
connections are unclear. What were the sources, for instance of Belle 
Case La Follette’s outspoken campaigns for racial integration? How did 
Lois Waisbrooker’s own childhood as the daughter of an impoverished 
farm laborer influence her later closeness to the largely urban anarchist 
press? In beginning to map the intricacies of individual women’s social 
and discursive positioning, these essays point to important new areas of 
research.

	 Third, these essays show the creation and mobilization of 
“sisterhood” as a deliberate strategy undertaken by politically aware 
editors, publishers, and librarians. Taken together, they make a power-
ful case for the necessity of understanding the role of print in enabling 
women’s identification with other women and with other social groups 
quite different than themselves. This is an important contribution, as 
both a guide and a provocation to further scholarship engaging the in-
tersection of feminism and print culture.

	 One of the pleasures of reading this volume is the way indi-
vidual chapters and the book as a whole move between bringing the cul-
tural work of relatively unknown women to light and reflecting on what 
their interventions mean for conceptualizing more abstract questions 
about voice, identity, and social change. The fruitfulness of this oscil-
lation calls into question the “stage” theory of feminist scholarship. In 
the same volume, what has been regarded as “the first stage”—making 
invisible women visible—stands side by side with what some scholars 
regard as the most fully developed stage, that of analyzing the gendered 
nature of careers, ideologies, and institutions. This is disheartening, on 
the one hand, because it shows how easily women’s contributions to 
print culture fade from view—one effect of their social and ideologi-
cal marginalization. On the other hand, it also shows how productive 
the scholarship in volumes such as this—itself an intervention in print 
culture—can be.
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	 Finally, and perhaps most importantly, these essays provide an 
extremely valuable point of purchase on the relationship between struc-
tural constraint and human agency. For example, Terri Castaneda’s 
essay on Marie Mason Potts, editor of the California Native American 
publication Smoke Signal, shows how Potts’s life was shaped by the de-
struction of traditional Indian lifeways (including her mother’s rape and 
abandonment by a white man). It also shows the brutality of the deraci-
nation that occurred when native children were shipped off to white-run 
boarding schools during the assimilationist period. Yet the same essay 
demonstrates that Potts was able to use the literary and printing skills 
she acquired in boarding school to publish a newspaper that built soli-
darity among California’s Native Americans and ushered in innovative 
campaigns for civil rights. Reading and reflecting on lives such as hers 
not only makes fine scholarship; it also forges the kinds of inspirational 
connections that Barbara Sicherman’s introductory essay so eloquently 
describes.




