
Dear Friends and Colleagues
This annual newsletter offers an opportunity to 
update you on our recent activities and successes. 
First, it gives me great pleasure to announce that 
Shelley Feldman, professor of development so-
ciology, will be the new director of Feminist, 
Gender, & Sexuality Studies, as my three-year 
term ends this June. Shelley, who shepherded 
the Gender and Global Change Program into its 
current incarnation, brings fresh perspectives 
and a history of leadership in gender studies at 
Cornell. Her commitment to complex intellec-
tual and institutional responses to globalization 
is especially welcome, and I am confident that 
she will take FGSS in exciting directions.

We know what some of those directions are, 
since the past year was spent in a self-study and 
subsequent external review. The review zeroed-
in on significant issues and provoked thoughtful 
suggestions for continuing our record of schol-
arly and curricular achievement. I am pleased 
to report that we already have begun to build 
beyond the new director’s appointment. We 
have, in addition, hired a new faculty member in 
Jane Juffer (who will hold a joint appointment in 
English); she will arrive in the fall of 2008 from 
Penn State, where she teaches media studies, La-
tino studies, and feminist studies and promises 
to build significant new bridges among those 
arenas at Cornell.

The core of the FGSS program is, of course, 
curricular—this past year we enrolled more 
than 1,583 students, a number that increases 
each year. Thanks to growing interest among 
faculty, the number of cross-listed courses this 
spring has risen to 40, with 38 on the sched-
ule for fall 2007. These introductory courses 

to feminist, gender, and sexuality studies and 
theories continue to attract as many students as 
they can accommodate and feed upper-division 
courses as well as the major and concentration. 
While these numbers remain small (16 and 
8, respectively), we’re increasingly reaching 
students and faculty from throughout the uni-
versity through formal and informal links with 
the program. Among those are awards to our 
remarkable students, including the FGSS dis-
sertation fellowship to Naoko Mizuno whose 
dissertation, “Rural Livelihoods and Food Inse-
curity of Elderly-headed Households Fostering 
School-age Orphans in Nyanza Province, Ke-
nya,” struck members of the selection commit-
tee as extremely important. We also made two 
Alice Hanson Cook Awards to junior faculty: 
Sara Warner to present a paper, “Apartheid, 
or Truth, Reconciliation and the Performance 
of History,” at the International Federation for 
Theatre Research in South Africa in July, and 
Sherry Martin to return to Japan to continue 
her research on women’s voices in national 
election campaigns. Sherry also was awarded 
a fellowship to study at Harvard’s Program on 
U.S.-Japan Relations next year.

Noteworthy this year is the recognition of 
Fran Herman, strong supporter of FGSS and the 
Mildred April Fund, at the 2007 Cook Award 
Luncheon. Fran was recognized for her many 
contributions, which have influenced women 
and women’s issues.

Our revitalized FGSS colloquia included 
Ana Irma Rivera Lassén (Universidad de Puerto 

R ico); Zhen Zhang (N YU ); Rebecca Young 
(Barnard College); FGSS dissertation fellow-
ship recipient Ana Rojas, comparative literature; 
filmmaker Lynne Sachs; Ellis Hanson, English; 
Mandy Merck, media arts, University of Lon-
don and her special guest (and “topic”) Laura 
Mulvey; and Lucinda Ramberg, FGSS Mellon 
postdoctoral fellow. A list of visitors to Cornell 
and our program, too long to be inclusive, fea-
tured Meaghan Morris, Judith Butler, Robert 
Mills, Carmen Diana Deere, Leslie Feinberg, 
Sandra M. Gilbert, Yvette Christiansë, and a 
host of other distinguished scholars, organiz-
ers, and artists. We were delighted to collabo-
rate with Cornell Library’s Human Sexuality 
Collection to bring Joe Solmonese, president of 
the Human Rights Campaign, to celebrate the 
publication of an online guide to their records, 
which are housed at Cornell.

Our website provides news, course informa-
tion, a schedule of planned events, and infor-
mation on creative ways to give. You may always 
reach me via email at av45@cornell.edu. And, 
finally, let me repeat how much I’ve enjoyed 
working with all of you.

Best wishes,
Amy Villarejo, Director

Fr
om

 th
e 

Di
re

ct
or

PersPecTIVes
Feminist, Gender, & Sexuality Studies

back row: Willie Smalls, Nicole Britton, Samantha Nieto, and Katy GrifÞn
front row: Lily Fulgieri, Dodi Brown, Amy Villarejo, and Sharon Jank



Gender

Y

Feminist

Yellamma, a popular South Indian goddess 
whom I encountered during my field research 
in Karnataka, has some lessons to offer in gen-
der, sexuality, and the form of the family. This 
research focused on a contemporary practice of 
theogamy and the, as yet unsuccessful, state ef-
forts to eradicate it. Devadasis (god’s servants) 
are male- and female-bodied sacred women 
dedicated to Yellamma as children by their out-
caste families. This dedication is conducted as a 
rite of marriage. As wives of the deity, whom they 
embody, devadasis become 
responsible for and to the 
goddess Yellamma. They 
‘keep’ her in small temples 
and villages throughout 
the Central Deccan Pla-
teau where they conduct 
household, calendric, and 
seasonal rites as her priests. 
Through the performance 
of these rites, devadasis mediate the relations 
between Yellamma and her devotees, seek to cul-
tivate all forms of fertility and prosperity, and re-
solve all forms of affliction. Once dedicated they 
do not marry in the conventional way: many say, 
“Yellamma is my husband.” In response to my 

persistent queries, one laughed and said, “How 
many times do you think I should I marry? Al-
ready I am married to her.”

This marriage, however, is not legitimized by 
the state. Under a 1984 state law, dedications are 
banned and all the rites belonging to devadasis 
have been criminalized. The patterns of kinmak-
ing among devadasis are cast as deviations from 
the proper family form in two specific ways: the 
absence of a father for their children, and the 
absence of a husband. Reform campaigns dra-

matize the stigma of illegitimacy for the chil-
dren of devadasis in the face of school officials 
aggressively demanding, “What’s your father’s 
name?” “What’s your father’s name?” Among 
the provisions of government reform are cash 
payments to men to marry ex-devadasis.

Yellamma has her own complicated family 
history. The modern family ideal in which men 
provide, women are protected, and children 
are innocent goes unrealized in her life, as it 
does in the lives of those women who wander 
in her name. According to the history her devo-
tees tell, Yellamma was married to a great sage, 
Jamadagni. She was so pure that she was able 
to perform miracles. Forming a pot from loose 
sand on the bank of the river and coiling a cobra 
for a pot rest, each day she brought water to Ja-
madagni for his morning puja. One day as she 
was walking, balancing this pot on her head, she 
saw the King and Queen playing in the river. In 

the words of a delightfully scandalous and 
wizened devadasi, “She saw them and 

thought, ‘If only I weren’t married to 
that old sage, I could be having fun like 
that.’” When Yellamma lost her concen-
tration, the pot dissolved and the snake 
slipped away. She returned home and 

Jamadagni immediately recognized that 
she had been tempted by desire. He became 

very angry and ordered their three sons to cut 
off her head. The two eldest refused and were 
cursed with impotency by their father for this 
failure of paternal loyalty. The youngest son, 
Parasharama, however, dutifully swung an 
axe, cutting off his mother’s head. His father was 
so pleased with him that he granted him three 
boons. Parasharama asked for his mother and 
his brothers to be restored and for his father to 

foreswear anger. Jamadagni granted only the 
first of the three boons, and Renuka Yellamma 
was restored.

Yellamma failed to maintain the feminine 
ideals of ritual purity and sexual chastity—she 
was distracted by pleasure. This turned out to 
be a capital offence, the punishment for which 
is ordered by her husband and executed by 
her youngest son. The failure to comply with 
the father’s injunction to punish the mother’s 
transgression results in the loss of masculinity. 
The feminist perception that the regulation of 
the sexuality of women is fundamental to the 
patrilineal family form is dramatically conveyed 
through the story of Yellamma. So is the terrific 
power of feminine sexual desire, here capable of 
destroying the calm of a great sage and inspiring 
matricide.

There are several ways to understand Yel-
lamma’s family drama. Some suggest that the 
heroes in the story of Yellamma’s beheading are 
not the manly men, upholders of father right and 
enforcers of female chastity, but rather the elder 
sons who refused their father’s command and 
were thus cursed by him with impotence. These 
sons are claimed as ancestors by jogappas who 
partake of Yellamma’s power by renouncing 
masculinity and becoming sacred women. 

Whether we read Yellamma’s beheading as 
a lesson in the consequences of transgressing 
patriarchal law or as an indictment of the vio-
lence that law requires for its own maintenance, 
there is kinship trouble in the life of the devi Yel-
lamma. This trouble calls the patrilineal family 
form into question, displays its cruelty, and dis-
rupts its naturalization as the happy outcome of 
the biology of reproductive sexuality.

Lucinda Ramberg is a Mellon Postdoctoral 
Fellow with the Society for the Humanities at 
Cornell, teaching in FGSS. She completed a 
PhD in medical anthropology in 2006 at the 
University of California, Berkeley and will be-
gin as an assistant professor at the University of 
Kentucky this fall. This essay is drawn from her 
book project, Given to the Goddess: South Indian 
Devadasis, Ethics, Kinship.
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Alice Hanson Cook Award
In 1998 Alice Hanson Cook established a 
fund in our program to support PhD students 
and junior faculty in their comparative and/
or international studies of gender and social 
change. Cook, who began her work at Cornell 
in 1952 specializing in labor history in the 
School of Industrial and Labor Relations, 
was a pioneer in bringing attention to issues 
such as comparable worth, maternity leave, 
and pay equity. She was known for her schol-
arly writings and activism on the experiences 
of working women around the world.

Mildred April Award
In 1979 Fran Herman (MS 
’73) created an endowment 
in honor of her mother, 
Mildred April, to support 
FGSS undergraduates with 
a financial need. The fam-
ily tradition of giving began 
with Mildred April’s own 
mother, Sarah Frank, who 
was the breadwinner for the 
family, as well as a volunteer 
for the Henry Street Settle-
ment, a meeting place and 
source of help for hundreds 
of immigrants who lived 
on the Lower East Side of 
New York City. Fran writes, 
“Grandma raised money, 
volunteering whenever she 
had time and energy, helping 
as a translator from Yiddish to English, and doing anything that needed 
doing. She was a model of community activism for her nine living children 
and most especially for my mother, Mildred April, who volunteered for 
the Hebrew National Orphans’ Home and other neighborhood organi-
zations.”

Fran, now 86, and her cousin Gertrude, 102, continue their family tra-
dition of giving with yearly contributions to the Mildred April Fund on 
Mildred April’s birthday, and they have passed on the tradition to other 
family members, as well.

A sincere thank you from FGSS to both Fran and Gertrude for their 
examples of strength and independence and their commitment to the 
continuation of the Mildred April Fund.

Exploring  
Moral, Self,  
and Intellectual  
Development
FGSS core faculty mem-
ber Dawn Schrader, 
associate professor of 
educat ion, received a 

$25,000 donation from an alumna of the School 
of Industrial and Labor Relations because of the 
two women’s mutual interest in girls’ education 
and because, as the donor put it bluntly, “women 
need to support each other.” Both are interested 
in what it takes for girls to stand strong as women, 
despite violence, social injustice, and social pres-
sures. Schrader’s current work in adolescent girls’ 
relational and social aggression examines the 
bully-victim dyad, as well as the dynamism of the 
roles played by girls in instances of aggression— 

particularly the roles of bystanders. Looking at 
these roles from moral, self, and social psycholog-
ical perspectives, Schrader seeks to understand 
how girls develop the self and moral integrity ac-
tively to  engage to change the cycle of violence.

Studying  
Biases  
Affecting 
Women in 
Academia
Shel ley Correl l , 
associate professor 
of sociology and 
a member of the 
FGSS core faculty, 
serves as co-direc-
tor of the newly 

established Advancing Cornell’s Commitment 
to Excellence and Leadership (ACCEL) center 
to increase the number of women in science and 
engineering on the university faculty. She was a 
co-principal investigator on the $3.3 million Na-
tional Science Foundation Advance grant that es-
tablished the ACCEL center. The university has 
set ambitious goals: to reach a level of 20 percent 
women faculty in each science and engineering 
department in the next five years and to have more 
than 30 percent women faculty by 2015, Cornell 
University’s sesquicentennial. Although the fo-
cus of the NSF grant is on women in engineering 
and the physical, life, and social sciences, organiz-
ers of the new center hope for a ripple effect that 
will enhance the lives and careers of both women 
and men faculty throughout the university.Shelley Correll

My Gift t o FGSS
Enclosed is my check in support of the activities of the Feminist, 
Gender, & Sexuality Studies Program:

__ $500 __ $250 __ $100 __ $50 __ $25

Please make checks payable to Cornell University.

Name ________________________________________________ 

E-mail ________________________________________________ 

Street Address ________________________________________ 

City, State, ZIP ________________________________________

__ Donate to the Mildred April Fund 

__ Donate to the Alice Hanson Cook Fund 

__ Donate to the FGSS General Fund

Mail your check to: 
 Feminist, Gender, & Sexuality Studies 
 391 Uris Hall 
 Ithaca, New York 14853-7601
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