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FOUNDERS  
 

In 1986 a conferenc e of  American re l ig ion and phi losophy was organized by 

Creighton Peden, Ph.D.  The conference,  in Paderborn,  Germany, was held for  

professors of  American studies in European univers i t ies.   At  Paderborn,  Peden 
shared with a group of  col leagues associated wi th the American Journal  of  
Theology and Phi losophy  (Edward Barret t ,  Delwin Brown, Freder ick Ferré,  

Wil l iam Dean,  and others)  his desire to star t  a d ia logue in Highlands, NC,  
where he intended to ret i re with his wife,  Fr issy.   At  an informal gather ing with  

these AJTP founders,  the group responded very posi t ively and gave their  whole -

hearted support  for  such a cont inuing dialogue.  However,  they convinced 

Creighton to begin immediately in the organizat ional and planning procedures 

rather than wait ing unt i l  h i s ret i rement.   I t  took two years to complete the 

planning for  HIARPT's f i rst  Internat ional  Con ference on Phi losophical  Theology,  
which was held in  1988 at  Oxford Universi ty.   The inaugural  program in  

Highlands the next  year was a scholar ly seminar on Nanc y Frankenberry 's  
book, Rel ig ion and Radical  Empir ic ism .  

Al though the Highlands Inst i tute of  Amer ican Rel ig ious and Phi losophical  

Thought (HIARPT) began from i ts base in the AJTP, i t  went  on to encompass:  

the Winter Dia logue, the Summer Lecture ser ies,  acad emic seminars and 
confer ences, the book ser ies,  and, in 1992, the Women's Dia logue.  

Peden contacted Nancy Tarbox,  who had been v isi t ing Highlands with her  

husband, E.J. ,  since Frankenberry 's seminar in 1989.  Nancy remembers that  

contact  th is way: "When E .J.  and I  at tended the f i rst  conference, we had no 

idea that  i t  would br ing us to l ive in Highlands.  The inv i tat ion to part ic ipate 

in the Oxford conference with a group who were interested in an academic 
study of  American rel ig ious thought and ' the Chicag o School '  f i t ted with our  

interests perfect ly.   We f i rst  came to Highlands for  a seminar in 1989 and 

cont inued to come every summer af ter  that  to at tend the Highlands Inst i tute 's  

seminars and conferences.  We were enchanted with the town and soon decided 

t hat  we would l ike to l ive in Highlands af ter  E.J. 's ret i rement."  

" I  was pleased,  when in  ear ly 1992,  Creighton suggested the format ion of  a 

group to study feminist  theology.   Several  women, including Pat Boyd, El inor  

Metzger,  Bobbie Rei t t ,  Virginia Reynaud  and I ,  met in Fr issy Peden's home to 

make plans for  a Women's Dialogue and to plan for  a meet ing which would 

meet annual ly to discuss issues of  theology and phi losophy as they relate to 

women.  My hope for  the group was to create a forum in which we could  
discuss feminist  theology lead by profession als in that  f ield."  

The f i rst  person inv i ted to jo in the f ledgl ing group to help them explore a 

summer seminar was Rebecca Chopp,  a HIARPT scholar  and Provost and 

Execut ive Vice President for  Academic Affairs a t  nearby Emory Universi ty in  

At lanta,  Georgia.  

The f i rst  WD on femin ism was held at  The Mountain Camp and Conference 

Center in Highlands on June 27 - 28, 1993, with Rebecca Chopp as leader.   

Th ir ty women of  d iverse ages and backgrounds gathered to meet,  cook  together,  

sleep dormitory sty le,  and dialogue.  

The second year,  the group decided not  to cont inue the overnight  format but ,  

instead, to meet for  a two - day per iod,  at  which t ime they could dialogue and 
share meals together at  the retreat  center.   By the th ird year,  the decision was 

made to meet closer  to the town of  Highlands, as the retreat  center  was located 

high on a mountain some distance from the town.  They cont racted with a local  

tennis club that  had adequate faci l i t ies for  the meet ing and, unt i l  mee t ing at  

the new Highlands Performing Arts Center 12 years later ,  they cont inued to use 
the tennis club faci l i ty as a meet ing place.  
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While the cost  of  the WD seminars was ini t ial ly shared by HIARPT and the WD, 

more recent ly the WD has began to cover most of  i ts own expenses, albei t  wi th 

some cont inuing assistance from HIARPT. The approach of  HIARPT is to seed 
programs and have them develop autonomy over t ime.  

As one can see from the comments f rom both the presenters and the 

part ic ipants,  the WD has indeed d eveloped i ts own persona and focus over the 

years.  

 C re igh ton  and Fr issy  Peden   

 

Fr issy  Peden  and  

     Nancy  Tarbox  
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Presenterõs Questionnaire 

 

1. How did you envision your responsibility to the women of the Womenõs 

Dialogue when you accepted the role of  leader?  

2.  What was your in i t ial  understanding of  what this group wanted and needed?  

3.  What specia l  topic did you introduce to the group and how did you select  the 

topic?  

4.  How do you feel  the group responded to you as a leader?  

5.  How did they respond to the topic and how does this re l ate to the growth of  

the overall womenõs  movement in America? 

6. Were there ways in which you were surpr ised or did the event meet your  

expectat ions?  

7.  Are there elements of  your personal b iography that  made you interested in 
this task?  

8.  Is this type o f  dia logue important  to the status of  women in the community?  

9.  Have you addressed s imi lar  groups?  I f  so,  is there a notable di f ference in 

their  response?  
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PRESENTERS  
 

 

Rebecca Chopp  

1993: Designing a New Narrative  
 

 

 
In 1992, Several  women who at tended  the Highlands Inst i tute of  American 

Rel igious and Theological  Thought (HIART, later  changed to HIARPT af ter  

ph i losophy was included in their  agenda),  fel t  the need to step away from the 

t radi t ional HIART programs and lectures in order to examine a more fe minist  

approach to the dia logue.  

They approached Rebecca Chopp, then Provost and Execut ive Vice President for  
Academic Affairs at  Emory Universi ty ( la ter ,  Dean of  the Yale Div ini ty School,  

and in 2002, appointed President of  Colgate Universi ty)  to be their  f i rst  

speaker.  Dr.  Chopp accepted their  inv i tat ion and worked with the group to 

design a two -day seminar.  The first Womenõs Dialogue, sponsored by HIART, 

was held at  the Mountain Camp and Conference Center on June 27 - 28 1993.  

Al though, l ike the Inst i tute ,  the seminar sought to encourage thoughtfu l  

examinat ion of  the dialogue between rel ig ious thought and classical  Amer ican 

phi losophy, the special  focus of  the seminar examined the relevance of  that  

t radi t ion to the personal and social  concerns of  women.  

Nancy Tarbox,  one of  the founders,  who served as the  seminar registrar ,  

commented, òWe will focus on womenõs lives as narratives and  stories, and 
how women continually ôrewriteõ their lives in the midst of work, friends, and 

families.ó 

The planning commit t ee for the first Womenõs Dialogue was composed of Pat 

Boyd, Jody Bryan, El inor Metzger,  Bobbie Reit t ,  V irginia Reynaud, and Nancy 

Tarbox.  

The fol lowing comments were excerpted f rom an art ic le in The Highlander  

newspaper by Beth Holocombe:  

Dur ing the discus sion, Dr. Chopp pointed out that an ôanti-maleõ version of 

feminism, i f  i t  ever  was real  and not on ly a percept ion,  is no longer a dr iv ing 

force behind feminism.  òFor most feminists, itõs a non-issue,ó she said of the 

ôanti-maleõ concept.ó 

She went  on to say that, òThe culture is in total crisis and we, as feminists, 

are asking what can we do to help?ó  For instance, older black women in 

Atlanta right now are embarking on a ôparentingõ program for younger black 
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women, helping to provide them with informat i on that  they may never  have had 

access to otherwise.  

òLooking back at the suffrage movement, when women were finally given the 
right to vote and in connect ion with thei r  ef for ts in the temperance movement,  

now and again, the womenõs movement has addressed cultural crisis.ó 

òFeminist theology is concerned with making society and culture more ôfreeõ for 

everyone.ó 

She added that  she is pleased with the current  sh i f t  now taking place in  

Christianity toward more tolerance.  òThere is a big turn in Christianity now to 
give up universal ism.  Plural ism got connected with Chr is t ian i ty in the West .   

There are lots of  theologians today at tempt ing a dialogue with Buddhists,  

Hindus, and Moslems.ó 

òChristianity is a fast- growing rel ig ion in Asia and Afr ica,  and Chr ist ian s are 

increasing ly becoming wi l l ing to create a dia logue between Chr ist iani ty and 
Confucianism, or Christianity and African religions.ó 

Of her own experience, Dr. Chopp said, òA few Methodist bishops forced me to 

become a feminist.ó  She explained that the bishops were prevent ing her f rom 

ôclimbing the ladderõ in her professional capacity as a theologian.  She went on 

to say that she believes organized religion is due for a ôshake-upõ, noting that ò 

. . organized religion lacks spirituality.ó 

Rebecca Chopp clearly got the Womenõs Dialogue off to a rousing start. 

Dr. Chopp was invited to return to the Womenõs Dialogue in celebration of their 
tenth anniversary on June 18 - 19, 2002.  Her topic on th is occasion was  Women 
and Fai th Communi t ies in the Twenty -Fi rs t Century .   



 

 

 

9   

 

Nancy Frankenberry  

1994: In a Different Voice  
 

 

Nancy  Frankenberry  and Nancy  Tarbox  

The second Womenõs Dialogue Project, as it was called in the early years, was 

held f rom June,  19 to 21,  1994.  Inv i ted to be the discussion leader was Nancy 

Fr ankenberry,  Professor of  Rel ig ion at  Dartmouth Col lege.  

The t i t le of  the seminar was  In a Dif ferent Voice: New Trends in a Feminis t  
Phi losophy of  Rel ig ion.   The focus was a compar ison of  French Feminism to 

Anglo - American Feminism.  

In her lecture,  Dr.  Frank enberry pointed out that  French feminists were 
t ranscendental ists,  as opposed to the pol i t ical ,  h istor ica l ,  and empir ica l  

approach which many American feminists  have taken.  

She went on to point  out  that  French femin ist  ph i losophers emphasize text  or  

wr i t in g as a means of  portray ing the di f ference between men and women,  

whereas Americans are developing more autonomous gender def in i t ions.  

The provocat ive quest ion Frankenberry asked the part ic ipants to explore was,  

òDo you think that sexual difference should be located pr imar i ly in mater ia l  

reality or in the play of the text?ó 

Dr. Frankenberry, in commenting on the groupõs participation, said, òThis is an 

except ional ly  v ibrant group of  women wi th l ively  discussion.   I  am very pleased 
(with  the result  of  the sem inar).ó  Later in the program, the feminist novel She 
Who Is  was discussed in smal l  groups,  fol lowed by a discussion about the 

future of the Womenõs Dialogue. 
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Sheila Greeve Davaney  

1995: Contemporary Trends in Feminist Theology  

 

Dr. Shei la Greeve Davane y, Associate professor of  Theology at  the I l i f f  School  

of  Theology in  Denver,  Colorado, and noted scholar of  process theology,  was 
the featured speaker and discussion leader at the third annual Womenõs 

Dialogue held at  the Mountain Laurel  Tennis Club in Hi ghlands on June 18 - 19,  

1995.  

At  the seminar,  designed to br idge the gap between the academic and lay 

wor lds and to encourage the f ree explorat ion of  feminist  ideas,  Dr.  Davaney 

presented an overv iew of  current  thinking in  feminist  theology and led a l ively  
discussion of  the issues raised by feminist  theolog ians.  

As has become tradi t ion,  the presentat ion engendered a v igorous debate among 

the part ic i pants and Dr.  Davaney.  

Shei la  Davaney , 2 n d  le f t  
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Nancy Howell  

1996: Women, Science, and Religion  

 

The proceedings of  the seminar shi f ted f rom a pr imar i ly tutor ing format to a 

more inclusive process at the Womenõs Dialogue Seminar of 1996.  Nancy 

Howel l ,  a noted leader in the Amer ican Academy of  Rel ig ion and co - convener  of  

the Womenõs Caucus, guided the Womenõs Dialogue towards a more 
contemporary explorat ion.  

The seminar,  ent i t led Women, Science and Rel igion,  took place on June 23 - 24, 

1996.  Nancy Howell is seen as òone of our ownó, as she has lectured and 

participated in HIART and the Womenõs Dialogue for many years. 

In response to th e quest ionnaire,  Nancy repl ied that  when she prepared her  

Womenõs Dialogue seminar on ecofeminism, she ò. . needed to work out of my 
discipl ine to br ing some of  the best  and most interest ing mater ial  to an 

inte l l igent audience of  women.  Second, I  thought that  I  needed to connect with 

a topic of  part icular  relevance to women and their  concerns.   Third,  I  sensed 

that  I  needed to br ing a topic chal lenging and st imulat ing,  but  expressed 

without jargon and pretension.   Fourth,  I  imagined that  the format  should be a 
dialogue rather than a lecture,  and I  selected a topic that  permit ted present ing 

short  selected readings that  could funct ion as case studies,  al lowing women 

part ic ipants the chance to discover and analyze informat ion f rom their  own 

standpoints.ó 

òI understood the part ic ipants to be accompl ished women from diverse 

professions and l i fe si tuat ions,  who were interested in  cont inuing thei r  
inte l lectual  growth and developing personal sel f - expression on a var iety of  

thought - provoking topics.   Whi le the group is not explicitly ôfeministõ, the 

women are strongly identified with womenõs concerns.  I understood myself to 

be a partner in the WD who was responsible on one occasion to br ing a current  

topic of  conversat ion.   My task was to inst igate an energet ic conve r sat ion that  
permit ted sel f - discovery,  cr i t ical  th inking,  and construct ive proposals.   The 

delight in the WD is the opportunity to test ideas.ó 

òI chose to introduce ecofeminism to the group in such a way that we could 

explore together the relat ionship of  women to nature in Guatemala,  India,  and 

the United States.   One reason for  select ing the topic is my own passion for  

just ice for  women and nature.   A second reason is that  I  had successful ly  
worked with the topic in  general  audiences.  I  was interested i n using a var iety 

of  l i terary  excerpts to introduce how women see themselves in relat ion to 

nature.   The reading select ions were in tended to encourage women to think 
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about detai ls of  their  relat ionship with  nature and to discover the pol i t ical ,  

economic,  a nd spir i tual  facets of  interpretat ions of  women and nature.   Such 

discovery requires no special knowledge, but good minds open to womenõs 
causes.ó 

Dr.  Howel l  responded to the quest ion,  How do you th ink the group responded to  
you as a leader?, by comment ing  that, òWomen have been very kind in their 

appreciat ion of  my seminar.   I  th ink the reason I  was wel l  received as a leader  

is largely due to the fact  that  women were del ighted with themselves and thei r  

ref lect ions dur ing the seminar,  in a sense, I  was rece ived wel l  because women 

remember feel ing posi t ive about their  own part ic ipat ion.   I  note that  women did 
not  s imply agree wi th the perspect ives I  introduced, and somet imes energet ic  

disagreement character ized the discussion.   In the conversat ion,  disagreeme nt  

was not  met with  defensiveness,  which meant that  persons could feel  f ree to 

interact with the content in a variety of ways.ó 

And in her response to the quest ion,  How does th is relate to the growth and 

development of the overall womenõs movement in America?,  Nancy shared her 

philosophy this way: òEcofeminism does not attempt to create a blueprint that 

restr icts how women think.   An ecofeminist  perspect ive encourages just ice for  

nature, women, and womenõs communities.  Such an expansive commitment to 

advo cate health and wholeness in the wor ld suggests a non - adversar ial  

approach to justice.  While some women shudder at the term ôfeminism,õ 

ôecofeminismõ makes room for a range of situations and concerns.  The 
inclusive just ice of  ecofemin ism makes dialogue m ore accessible.   I  th ink that  

the topic inv i ted a l l  to part ic ipate,  which mirrors the intent ion of  ecofeminism 

in the global feminist discourse.ó 

òI was pleased and surprised that the conversation was as dynamic as it turned 

out to be.   In  fact ,  I  probably  didnõt have a chance to cover all the ôdiscussion 
startersõ that I brought with me.  Since my approach was to involve the group 

in act ive learning,  on one hand, I  was not surpr ised -  I  expected and prepared 

for  discussion.   On the other hand, the contr ibu t ions of  the group may have 

exceeded my expectations.ó 

When asked about  her personal b iography, Nancy stated that  she was not  f rom 

an e l i te family with a history of  dist inguished col lege or graduate degrees but  
f rom fami ly that  values teaching and learning .  She went on to say, òMy 

background af fects me in  two ways; f i rs t ,  I  regret  that  the women in  my family  

were rarely asked to ref lect  about pol i t ics,  history and other f ie lds f rom the 

standpoint  of  their  own narrat ives.   And second, I  am convinced that  al l  

persons are intel l igent,  but  not  a l l  persons have equal access to mater ials and 
resources that  nurture cont inuing intel lectual  growth.   This history combined 

with feminist  commitment to making informat ion accessible made me 

interested in working with the  WD not just  for  one session,  but  for  a number of  

years dur ing which I  supported women peers in the academy (who make 

presentations) and women peers in the Highlands community.ó 

òAny activities that encourage womenõs self- conf idence and personal  
enr ichment  enhance the creat iv i ty and presence of  women in  the community.   I  

th ink the WD is an exemplary opportuni ty for  women to form opinions and 

encounter new perspect ives.   Al though I  have rarely addressed groups of  

women (outside of  the academy),  I  have led pr ograms for  col lege students and 

churchwomenõs groups.  I think the WD is unique in its breadth of interest and 
diversity of perspectives.ó 
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Marjorie Suchocki  

1997: How Do We Respond to Tragic Evil  

 

From June 22 to 23,  1997,  the Wom enõs Dialogue met at the Mountain Laurel 

Tennis Club.   The guest speaker was Mar jor ie Suchocki .  

With Dr.  Suchocki ,  the group asked the quest ion,  How do we Respond to  Tragic  
Ev i l ?, explor ing the convergence of  three wor lds.   The f i rst  was the wor ld of  ar t  

t hrough the f i lm, Dead Man Walk ing,  which descr ibes the chal lenges a fai thful  

woman in the face of  ev i l .   The second was the wor ld of  theology using as a 
text ,   Tragic Vision and Divine Compassion ,  by Wendy Far ley.  The third was our 

wor ld.  

Dr.  Suchocki  wove  the themes of  the f i lm and theology together to br ing the 

groupõs focus to one central issue ð how to al ign their  intel lectual  and their  
personal and emot ional  exper iences in  response to t ragic ev i l .   She later  

remarked, òI had a terrific time because it was such a l ively  group!  In  terms of  

comparison with other groups, each group I  speak with has i ts own unique 

character and Iõve been pretty fond of them all, so itõs sort of like asking a 

mother which of her kids she likes best!ó 

Marjor ie wi l l  undoubtedl y be remembered by future generat ions as the 

hymnologist  of  HIART for having com posed the HIART Hymn.  

 

Marjor ie Suchocki  and Barbara Rei t t   
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Barbara Reitt  

1998: A Room of Oneõs Own 

Virgin ia Reynaud and Barbara Rei t t   

The 1998 Womenõs Dialogue Seminar became an opportuni ty to meet  with  a 

òregularó member of the Womenõs Dialogue group, Barbara òBobbieó Reitt. 

It  was not  by accident that  the topic for  discussion at  the seminar was Virgin ia 
Woolfõs book, A Room of  Her Own.   Bobbie said,  in response to the qu est ion -

naire we sent to all the presenters, òI knew in my bones what was wanted since 

I part ic ipated in every previous session and had been a planner f rom the start .   
I commented on the topic of Woolfõs A  Room of  Her Own  in one of  our meet ings 

and the grou p pounced on i t  as something they wanted to do.   I  had the luxury 

of not having to struggle with the topic selection.ó 

òThe groupõs response seemed to be rather positive.  The women seemed to 

prefer l istening to the speaker and chatt ing about their  own fee l ings rather  

than working together to imagine a very di f ferent  non patr iarchal society.   On 

the whole, I donõt think this is surprising, since the WD isnõt after all, a 

classroom.  The response to Woolfõs story and message was very strong and 

posit ive.   Th e credi t  goes to Woolf ,  who saw so clear ly what the fundamental  
issues are in a patr iarchal society as she i l lustrated the hazards for  women 

with such inspired genius.   The greatest  chal lenge, in my opinion,  was to help 

the part ic ipants see how thoroughly her cr i t ic ism undercuts the foundat ions of  

Western c iv i l izat ion,  how very radical  her ideas actual ly are despite the 

temptat ion to examine her mental  i l lness rather than her  ideas.   There are not  
many more up - to - date feminist  wr i ters who are a radical  as s he is,  al though 

many may appear to be at first blush.ó 

òMy experience has shown me that the undergraduates I taught really donõt ôget 

itõ the way older women in the WD do.  I think feminism tends to bore many 

younger women because they never  exper ienced th e harsher condit ions we did 

decades ago.  Consequent ly,  working with my fr iends in  the WD sessions ( those 
led by others as wel l  as the one I  led) is fu l ly sat isfy ing to me in a way that  

teaching younger  women never  was - -  or  could be,  I  suspect.   The older  women 

I  taught in federal  courses would have responded di f ferent ly,  and probably  

rather negat ive ly to the ideas we tackle in WD, largely because most of  the 

women I  taught were not as highly educated or intel lectual ly incl ined as the 
WD group is.   These s tudents were inc l ined to t reat  sexist  problems in the 

workplace as a symptom of character f laws rather than the larger pervasive 

system.  Leading the WD after  having taught both federal  em ployees and Emory 

students has sensi t ized me to the s ign i f i cant ly di f ferent  ways women v iew the 

issues of feminism.ó 
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òI donõt know that our discussions in WD impact our status in the community 

very much, but I think it probably helps our mental health a whole lot!ó 
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Mary E. Hunt  

1999: Ethics for a New Mil lennium  

Virg in ia  Renaud,  Mary Hunt  and Pat r ic ia  Boyd  

 

Mary Hunt,  co -director of the Womenõs Alliance for Theology, Ethics and Ritual 

(WATER) of Silver Springs, Maryland, was the presenter of the Womenõs 
Dialogue seminar of  1999.    That seminar,  Ethics for a New Mil lenni um ,  was held 

on June 27 - 28 at  the Mountain Laurel  Tennis Club.  

She remarked about the Womenõs Dialogue History Project, òI especially 
applaud th is ef for t  to document the important  work that  you have done as we 

need such models for other groups to follow.ó 

Mary Hunt responded to our questionnaire with good humor, remarking, òThe 

women dove in headf irst  and real ly worked ser iously on the issues I  presented.   

I  recal l  intense discussions,  real  ef for t  to engage the mater ial ,  al l  the whi le 
hear ing tennis bal ls t hump next door!  I admire that kind of dedication.ó 

In commenting on the WD, Dr. Hunt said, òI did not know too much about the 

group, al though I  heard f rom Shei la Davaney that  i t  was a wonderful  crowd.  I  

was to ld that  the group wanted and needed to look a t  ethical  issues, indeed to 

discuss and develop i ts own eth ical  th inking.   My role was s imply to provide a 

f ramework for  doing so.   My topic was a new approach to ethics.   I  chose i t  
because I  bel ieve that  i t  is of ten the case that  we disagree as much abou t  

method as content.   We are of ten ships passing in the n ight  when we begin at  

such di f ferent  star t ing points that  we can never expect to come to any working 

agreement on how to l ive with di f ference.  I  f ind that  women are especial ly  

open to f inding more e ffective ways to do so.ó 

Commenting about her impression of the WD, Dr. Hunt said, òMy impression 

was that  the group respected me.   I  fel t  I  was taken ser iously,  l istened to,  but  

also,  happi ly,  chal lenged by people who held di f ferent  v iews.  I  fel t  welcome d 

by the group as one of  them, albei t  in a di f ferent  role.   The hospital i ty I  

received, both by the group as a whole and by my gracious hostess,  Mi l l ie 

Broughton, would be hard to top.   I  a lso l ike that  the women craf ted the 
workshop according to their  own  needs, unswayed by the usual academic 

model that  does not  inv i te the same degree of  interact ion.   I  have seen th is  

kind of  femin ist  approach in many places in the wor ld and real ize that  i t  

works!ó 
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òI was pleasantly surprised by the high quality of interaction and the h igh 

degree of  wi l l ingness to engage.  I  was also pleased that  so many women came 

to my lecture (at HIARPT) and to the next dayõs discussion, exuding a sense of 
ownership.   I t  was as i f ,  for  a change, the shoe was on the other foot  and they,  

n ot  their  husbands,  were the experts.   I  did not  feel  th is  was in  any way 

antagonist ic  for  the men, rather that  i t  was empower ing for  the women.   I  hope 

I am right.ó 

In commenting as a feminist theologian she said, òAs a feminist theologian I 

am always eage r to hear how other  women put  their  l ives together,  how they 
react  and respond to ethical  chal lenges.  I  also f ind women who are white,  

upper middle class and comfortable,  who know that  they are pr iv i leged can be 

a powerful  force for  socia l  change.  I  fel t  that  at  Highlands.  

òWithout a doubt, this kind of dialogue is crucial to empowering women and to 

bringing about  just ice.   I t  is  only,  equipped with  such tools,  that  women can 
enter into the ethical  f ray.   I  have addressed hundreds of  groups over  the 

years.   I  th ink this one was consistent  wi th most in that  they were appre ciat ive 

and interested.   What was unique was the beaut i ful  set t ing,  the outstanding 

hospital i ty and the obvious sustained commitment  to just ice by the WD.  I t  was 

a marvelous exper ience  for  me, one that  I  have gone back to in my mind when 

prepar ing for  other  groups.  Just  recent ly I  was in Oklahoma City with a 
Presbyter ian church - based group working on simi lar  issues.   I  was impressed 

by how that  mixed group of  men and women worked toget her .   I t  might be t ime 

to try that at Highlands, not to exclude the Womenõs Dialogue Seminar, but as 

a way the men in HIART might conduct at  least  some of  i ts work.   I  look 

forward to the next time our paths cross.ó 

 

 

 

Mary 
Hunt 

wi th 

the 
WD  
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Susan Kress  

2000: The Feminist Detect ive Novel As Entertainment and Social 
Crit ic ism  

Susan Kress and the WD   

Susan Kress,  Professor of  Engl ish at  Skidmore Col lege, Sarasota Spr ings,  New 

York, was the presenter at the 2000 Womenõs Dialogue seminar.  The seminar 
was unique as we examined The Fe minis t  Detect ive Novel  as Enter tainment and 
Social  Cr i t ic ism.  

Dr. Kress responded to our questionnaire with a critique of the Womenõs 

Dialogue seminar.  òI understood that I had been selected because I had 

writ ten an inte l lectual  biography of  Carolyn G. He i lbrun.   I  was inv i ted to 

design and develop a two -day seminar on topics related to Heilbrunõs life and 
work.   I  saw my responsibi l i ty as choosing topics of  general  interest  to women 

from a var iety of  backgrounds, some ret i red,  some st i l l  employed; I  also 

understood that  the group wanted the discussion to have a feminist  focus.   I  

aimed for  a combinat ion of  mini - lectures,  d iscussion sect ions,  and wr i t ing 

exercises.   I t  was my responsibi l i ty,  I  thought,  to inform, to st imulate,  and to 

enterta in.   In addit ion ,  i t  was my responsibi l i ty to provide a forum where 
meaningful  exchanges could take place among al l  of  us.   I  was told that  the WD 

was intended both to bui ld a feminist  community and to provide intel lectual  

stimulation.ó 

òPrior to my visit, I learned that the WD had focused pr imar i ly on spir i tual  and 

rel ig ious matters.   I  was concerned that  my expert ise lay elsewhere,  and I  did 
not  want to disappoint  the group.  In conversat ion with Nancy Tarbox,  I  

learned that  many in the group enjoyed reading detect ive no vels;  th is topic 

seemed a great way to l ink femin ist  topics with our mutual interest  with  

Carolyn Hei lbrun (a.k.a.  Amanda Cross the wr i ter  of  detect ive novels).   We 

began by ascertaining the h istory,  forms, and themes of  the classic detect ive 

story,  and th en we establ ished the special  features of  the feminist  detect ive 
novel.   Then we used two case studies:  Gaudy Night  wr i t ten by Dorothy Sayers 

in 1935 and Death in a Tenured Posi t ion  wr i t ten by Amanda Cross in  1981. The 

case studies enabled us to look at  bo th writerõ lives and work, showing the 

correspon dences and di f ferences, and examining the ways each at tempted to 

cr i t ic ize and change society.   The choice of  these two wr i ters also provided the 

opportun i ty to see what social  changes had been enacted since  1935 and what  
still, according to Amanda Cross, remained to be done.ó 

òI felt very invigorated by the group-- and i t  seemed, in turn,  as though they 

were interested in what I  had to present  to them. I  designed exerc ises as wel l  

as organized smal l  and large  discussion groups so that  not  only would they 


