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LETTER FROM
THE CHAIR

Dear WGSS friends,

Despite the difficult times we're facing, I

am happy to return as Chair of WGSS

following the wonderful stewardship of

Professor Kiaran Honderich last year. I'll

be serving in this role for the next three

years. There's much for us in WGSS to

look forward to this coming semester.

One highlight is that our 1960s Scholars

program will be featuring a keynote

lecture on race and gender disparities

during pandemics by Linda Villarosa, the

former Executive Editor of Essence

magazine, contributor to The New York

Times' 1619 Project, and award-winning

author.  (The public talk will be over

Zoom on Tuesday April 13 at 4:30 pm

with a smaller conversation for WGSS

students and those in co-sponsoring

programs on Thursday April 15 at 4:30

pm.)

In other news, our course enrollments

have never been stronger. All of our

classes last semester and this semester

filled to capacity and we have never had

to turn away so many students from our

introductory courses. I believe this is an

indicator of the enduring desire of

Williams students to seek out courses

that speak to intersectional feminist

and queer values. It is also a testament

to the strength of our faculty, including

our new visitors, Professor Kelly Chung

and Professor Emily Mitchell-Eaton.

We've also benefited from the help of

our new student assistant, Vina Nweke,

who has refreshed our social media

presence on Instagram (follow us there

at wgss_at_williams). We hope to be

able to see you all in person soon. Until

then, we encourage you all - especially

students - to reach out to our faculty

and stay connected. 

In solidarity,

Greg Mitchell

Chair & Associate Professor of WGSS
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What is your senior capstone
project on?
My Senior Capstone Project was a

resource guide called “an (unofficial)

resource guide for survivors of sexual

violence at williams,” which is open

to the public and can be accessed

online through Google Slides. It is

“unofficial” as it is not an official

project of the Williams administration

as it is for students and by students,

because it borrows from and is in

conversation with our resource

guides that have been made at

williams, and since it is “unofficially

official” in the sense that it is the first

of its kind. My project was originally

intended to be a

demonstration/march on community

accountability, but because Williams

shut down due to COVID-19 very

promptly and unexpectedly, I had to

think of a way to complete my project

remotely. I always knew that I wanted

my project to center sexual violence

survivors, and I am glad that my idea

changed into making this guide—as

difficult as it was to do in about 2

months.

What was the process of making
this project like?
It was… difficult, to say the least. As I

mentioned before, my project

changed unexpectedly, and it’s pretty

much all I worked on from the  

 

beginning of April until the end of

May. I knew I couldn’t make this guide

completely by myself; plus, doing it

by myself would defeat the purpose

of the type of collaboration I was

trying to create. So I utilized my

Facebook network to see who would

be interested in contributing to the

guide in any form. I was very focused

on including the perspectives of

Williams survivors, but also

understood that they might not be

able to contribute to the guide fully

because of potential triggers; so I also

sought the help of allies to survivors.

As much as I tried to structure a

schedule for working on the guide

and create working groups, most

people couldn’t help as much as I

would’ve liked. This was frustrating in

the moment because I would spend

long days and late nights working on

the guide—and even sometimes had

to take breaks from it because of my

own triggers—but I recognize,

especially now, that most people

were struggling with a new remote

environment and to just be humans

who got through the day. This is a

project that people were taking on

voluntarily… and if I knew that I were

doing this project early on in the

semester, I would have tried to let

folks get course credit for it by

making it a group Independent 

Study.

How has this project impacted you
both within and outside of a
Williams context?
It has definitely showed me that it is

possible to an activist-advocate even

without a physical presence. I don’t

think that something that many students

think about, but it’s something that

COVID has many activists and

organizations for social-good think

about. It’s also made realize that

Williams has a ton of resources, some of

which required a lot of research and that

I only know of because of 5 years spent

there.This project has also just made me

feel like a better person. I think that

many friends, professors, and colleagues

can speak to my fierce compassion, and

this was a great way to bring it out.

WGSS has for sure changed me for the

better, but as I’ve always said (and will

continue to say), it’s only when we turn

theory into praxis that we start to create

change.

SENIOR CAPSTONE PROJECT: 
An Interview with Toni Wilson '20
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Is there anything else you would like
people to know before they venture
into the guide?
I think anyone who ventures into the

guide will see that it is incredibly

comprehensive, as I tried to center a

huge range of identities and experiences.

But at the same time, I am only human!

So if there’s something that you think is

missing, please get involved with editing

it

and investing in its potential! Also,
you will find that most proper
nouns are capitalized with the
exception of “williams,” which I
purposely put in lowercase so as to
not give it any more power. ;)

Do you have any advice for
students hoping to complete a
capstone project?
 You might find that less than a 
 

SENIOR CAPSTONE PROJECT: 
Interview with Toni Wilson '20

semester is not long enough for
most projects. Start thinking about
it early, and if it’s possible, maybe
even start doing it early.

scan the code to
access the full

guide!
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historiography in hopes of forging more
legitimate avenues and narratives of Korean
historiography and heritage that can be
envisioned from and through these women who
were most marginalized at the intersection of
their status as impoverished, gendered, and
colonized subjects. 

What was your methodology?
I have mainly conducted a lot of archival
research that involves unpacking the details of
the history of the Korean women’s movement
and the origins of nationalism and colonialism in
Korea as important foundations for
contextualizing the lived experiences,
perspectives, and goals of social movements and
modes of resistance within colonial Korea. In
terms of organization, my thesis mainly focuses
on the colonial period (1910-1945), but I also
hope to organize my conclusion around the
postcolonial realities of Koreans, especially
through contexts that consider the ways in which
Korean nationalism has flowed through various
Korean diasporic communities. On this not of
diasporic nationalism, I hope to borrow from and
build on works of transnational queer and
feminist scholars such as Gayatari Gopinath and
Daivd L. Eng, whose conceptions of queer
diaspora can offer distinctions between home
and homeland while also validating desires for
belonging that seem impossible by transcending
conventional imageries of both the nation and
diaspora. By bridging queer theories in the
mobility of identities with that of diasporic
networks, queer diaspora offers critical insight
for reimagine "home" as being unconstrained to
any one category of nation or place. Thus, as
much as the nation is framed as opposite to
diaspora, “home” is also an important dynamic
in diaspora studies that speaks to personal
meanings of belonging. In this sense, by
exploring how a reconceptualization of diaspora
in terms of queerness and affiliation rather than
in terms of only ethnic dispersion and biological
traceability, I seek to redefine “home” as 

WGSS SENIOR
THESIS 

SKYE AN, WGSS & ASIAN STUDIES '21 

What is your thesis on?
 My senior thesis aims to interrogate meanings of
liberation through Korean nationhood within a
colonized Korea that influence postcolonial
meanings of home and belonging. By magnifying
the experiences, realities, and perspectives of
Korean women and their experimentations and
relationships with feminism and socialism, my
thesis explores the ways in which Korean women’s
bodies have not only been sites of colonial,
capitalist, and patriarchal control, but also sites of
possibility and vehicles for resistance and change
in politically illegible ways that challenge
mainstream views on taking action toward
liberation that center men as the primary
revolutionaries and leaders of Korean
independence movements within nationalist
narratives that ignore differences across gender
and class. In doing so, I aim to analyze the politics
behind for whom liberation and Korean
nationhood is palpable amidst the continual
obscurity of working-class Korean women. My
thesis thus aims to not only uncover lost truths
and histories buried by nationalist propaganda,
but to also challenge such nationalist 
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 content, Kang’s novel, In’gan munje (The Human
Predicament) laid out several important
complexities and realities that speak to the
difficulties of committing to and achieving
revolutionary change, while also reminding me of
how socialism considers not necessarily the
morality of things, but the necessity of them. The
growing class consciousness of working-class
Korean women is also an important theme in
several of Kang’s written works, so it was
interesting for me to to get a sense of how these
women grew to change and/or view such change as
necessary.

Any advice for students hoping to write a
thesis? 
Writing a thesis can be challenging and
intimidating, so I remind myself to take breaks and
that taking those breaks are extremely valid. At the
same time, however, when I start to feel restless
and unable to get back to being productive after
taking those breaks, I found encouragement in
reminding myself that I am doing this thesis mainly
for me. While there are the formalities of meeting
writing deadlines and revisions, I started this thesis
for very personal if not selfish reasons, in that I am
using this thesis to help me think more about the
person I want to become. For example, will the
same challenges that held back these Korean
women hold me back today as a Korean American
woman in the 21st century? Am I going to continue
their struggle, or just get lost in a couple of pages in
future historical archives of my time? Although I
have faced discomfort and discouragement in trying
to get over writer’s block, reading some really
heavyand dense materials, and taking care of my
own well-being amidst these particularly difficult
times, I have found immense and empowering value
in working on this thesis as an avenue for personal
purpose and growth. Whenever they feel
discouraged, then, I hope that future thesis writers
can realize/remember that the final product of the
thesis is not the final version of themselves. Rather,
the whole process of writing a thesis is your own
period for the development of your own views. 

not just a geographical place but a straining
toward belonging that is both personal and
mobile in context with Korean identity. When
faced with a lack of concrete evidence detailing
certain aspects of Korean women’s lives during
the colonial period, I continue to look to the
literature of Korean women writers. Building on
the ideas of queer theorists who view the novel as
a means to queer the colonial archive, anovel can
be based on fact, but it does not matter whether
the events within the novel actually happened or
not, because the inclusion of such narratives and
subsequent scrutiny over their veracity
demonstrates how certain marginalized subjects
would have never been recorded as canon or part
of mainstream historiography to begin with. For
example, amidst the uncertainty over the exact
frequency of cases and conditions of abuse and
exploitation experienced in factories in Korea
during this time, along with strict censorship by
colonial authorities, literature in the context of
my thesis has helped to give the otherwise
silenced Korean factory woman a critical voice. 

Hardest part of writing your thesis? 
The hardest part about writing my thesis is
staying motivated, especially during a pandemic.
I miss being able to have my own workspace and
interact and share ideas with people on campus,
and it's during these times that I feel particularly
lonely and frustrated when trying to overcome
writer’s block and stay focused.

Favorite part of writing your thesis?
My favorite part of writing my thesis so far
involves unpacking the literature of a socialist
Korean women writer of the colonial period
named Kang Kyŏng-ae. Kang’s life offers
especially vivid reflections of class and
nationalist struggles in colonial Korea, as her
roughly forty-year lifespan from 1906 to 1944
coincided almost exactly with the forty-year
period of Korea’s colonization and the effects of
Japanese capitalism on the Korean people.
Though fictional and somewhat predictable in   
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NEW FACULTY FEATURE:
 

PROF. MITCHELL-EATON 
Visiting Assistant Professor, WGSS 

Where are you from?
I was born and raised in a small suburb of Rochester, NY. Since then, I’ve
mostly lived on the U.S. East Coast, except for a few years spent variously
living in Spain, South America, Northern California, and the Pacific
Islands of Guam and Saipan, where I conducted research for my book.
Hobbies/interests and/or fun fact about yourself: When I’m not reading
for work, I read novels voraciously! A recent favorite was Donna Tartt’s A
Secret History, a murder mystery set at a small Vermont liberal arts
school based on Bennington College, which I read while I was teaching
there.

Hobbies/interests and/or fun fact about yourself: 
When I’m not reading for work, I read novels voraciously! A recent
favorite was Donna Tartt’s A Secret History, a murder mystery set at a
small Vermont liberal arts school based on Bennington College, which I
read while I was teaching there.

If you had to read only one author for the rest of your life, who would
it be? 

This is such a difficult question! I think it would be Michael Ondaatje, the Sri Lankan-born Canadian novelist and
poet. He’s quite prolific, so I wouldn’t run out of things to read, though I’d be happy to re-read his works many
times. Ondaatje is best-known for writing The English Patient (which, incidentally, is one of the only film
adaptations of a novel I have ever liked as much as the book!). However, my favorite might have to be In the Skin
of a Lion, about immigrants in Toronto in the 1930s who built and transformed the city but were excluded from it
in so many ways. Running in the Family is also a beautiful family memoir, based mostly in Sri Lanka and written
with such a poetic voice and such cartographic sensibility—Ondaatje relishes in describing places, landscapes,
and maps, which delights me as a geographer.

What does your research entail? 
As a feminist geographer interested in mobility and migration, I explore how racial meanings, laws and policies,
military infrastructures, and emotions travel through space and over time. In particular, my research looks at
how U.S. empire create diasporas that stretch to unexpected places, including between the Pacific Islands and
the U.S. South, and what happens to those new destinations in terms of race, non-citizenship, labor, and
exclusion. Another area of my research engages feminist theories and methods to map geographies of death,
birth, care, and disability. I’m especially interested in examining how such life-cycle processes and experiences
are political and politicized, rather than being simply mundane or universal.
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Could you talk more about your new project, Dying in Diaspora, because it sounds really cool?
I began thinking about this project nearly six years ago. At the time, I was conducting my dissertation research
in Arkansas with immigrants from the Marshall Islands, many of whom were living far away from their extended
family members. While I was there, my older sister died back in upstate New York, after a long illness. I traveled
back and forth to visit her for the last time and then to plan and attend her memorial. When I returned to
Arkansas, I was thinking a lot about grief—my own, and others’—and what it means to grieve from a distance,
far from those you love. These questions gradually worked their way into my interviews with Marshallese
immigrants. I also spoke with funeral directors, hospice nurses, and religious leaders for a fuller picture of what
‘grieving in diaspora’ looks like for Marshallese migrants, people who are living not only with the dislocation of
migration but also the long-term trauma and intergenerational health effects of the U.S. nuclear testing in the
Marshall Islands in the 1940s and 1950, when the islands were a U.S. territory. And now, during the pandemic,
Marshall Islanders and other Pacific Islanders living in the U.S. have contracted and died from COVID at rates up
to 10 times higher than other groups. Their disproportionate vulnerability to COVID is political, too: Marshall
Islanders are especially at-risk in their workplaces, often working in meatpacking or in nursing without paid sick
leave, and until a month ago, Marshall Islanders were not eligible for Medicaid, so many lacked affordable
healthcare (and still do).

Over time, this project broadened to consider the geographies, politics, and mobilities of grief in diaspora. I
look at everything from the politics and cost of repatriating a body, to the inability of undocumented
immigrants to return to their country of origin for a funeral, to the way that things like environmental toxins,
cancers, and even emotions travel across space, shaping the places we inhabit. And I spend a lot of time
thinking about the role of empire, of political and legal structures that produce death and grief, and also those
that can either inhibit or necessitate mobility. While we often think of bereavement as a very universal
phenomenon, something everyone experiences at some point, there are political dynamics that make grieving
and death highly uneven. 

Finally, I consider: How do we tell stories of grief, loss, and death? We are constantly inundated with images of
grief, displacement, and death: from migrant crossings at the U.S. Mexico border to refugee crisis in the
Mediterranean to bombings in Syria and Afghanistan. Are there more compelling, or ethical, or humane ways of
telling stories using different media and for different audiences? What are the politics of narrating the grief and
loss of others, particularly when there are power imbalances between the narrator and the subject(s)? These
are some of the questions my research takes up. 

Classes you are currently teaching:
In Spring 2021, I will be teaching WGSS 309: Feminist Dis/Ability Studies: Body-Minds in Space and Place. I also
taught WGSS 101: Introduction to Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies this past fall. 

What has been the most memorable thing about Williams so far?
Absolutely the students! While this year has been a challenging time to meet new students since I am teaching
remotely, I had a wonderful group of students in WGSS 101 this fall, and I was thrilled to see how dedicated,
curious, intelligent, and kind they were. There was a lot to take on—white supremacist backlash to Black Lives
Matter, COVID, political upheaval, and all the related economic and social concerns—and the students tackled it
all with incredible maturity. I can only hope that every class is so vibrant.
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WGSS 60's Scholar Lecture
Race and Gender Disparities in Public Health Crises and Pandemics

Featuring: Linda Villarosa

Linda Villarosa is the former Executive Editor of Essence
magazine, contributor to The New York Times' 1619
Project, and award-winning author. She is the author and
co-author of three books, including Body & Soul: The
Black Women’s Guide to Physical Health and Emotional
Well-Being. Her first novel, Passing for Black (2008) was
nominated for a Lambda Literary Award. She is the
contributing writer to the New York Times Magazine on
issues of race, inequality, and health. Linda Villarosa has
received awards from organizations including The
American Medical Writers’ Association, The Arthur Ashe
Institute, Lincoln University, the New York Association of
Black Journalists, the National Women’s Political Caucus,
the National Lesbian and Gay Journalists’ Association and
the Callen-Lorde Community Health Center. 

Tuesday, April 13, 2021 @ 4:30 pm to 6:00 pm EST.  
Zoom lecture  followed by moderated Q and A from audience.  

 
Thursday, April 15, 2021 @ 4:30 pm to 5:30 pm

Informal Q and A with undergraduate students
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Introducing: The New WGSS Logo

Tell us your
favorite color

palette! 
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